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Author’s Note

| have spent much of my professional life accompanying leaders and the systems within which
they work. In my work as an executive coach, leadership facilitator, and organisational
practitioner, | have often met individuals whose contribution is substantial, yet whose natural
working patterns sit uncomfortably alongside their organisation’s preferred image of
competence. Alongside them, | have met the colleagues who make that contribution
sustainable—sometimes through recognised partnersiiips, and often through quiet, uncredited
labour that remrairis largely invisible.

These encounters point to a central question running through this book: what belongs to
individual development, and what calls for systemic change? A leader may need to sharpen
how they communicate, track commitments, or receive a challenge. Simuitaneously, the
crganisation may need to make its Cirectives usable, design appropriat= support, clarify
decision-making authority, or examine how it defines capability. Ofien, several of these
adjustments are required at c.nce. The demanding work lies in discerning where responsibility
truly sits, and in ensuring the resulting arrangement is equitable for everyone who bears its
weight.

Neurodivergent experience brings these questions irito sharp focus. It surfaces demaiias that
conventional lecdership models tend to leave urexamined: sensory environments, r.rocessing
speeds, task switching, and the invisible cognitive tax of managing others’ expectations. Yet a
diagnosic 9oes not define what a person contributes, how they prefer to work, or the exact
suppori they require. Nor does it guarantee an exceptional, compensatory gift. Every person is
entitled to dignity, access, and thoughtful support—whether their contiisution is visibly
extraordinary, quietly consistent, or hard for conventional metrics tc capture.

Throughout these pages, | use the word spike to describe an arca of pronounced relative
contribution that emerges under specific conditions. It is an operational metaphor, not a clinical
category or a permanent identity. The individual is always larger than any label. People grow,
circumstances evolve, and an arrangement that thrives in one setting can easily falter in
another. | therefore ask readers to keep evidence. context, and tangible consequences
anchored to svery claim about capability.

Leader<hip inevitably magnifies these dynamics. What a senior leader experiences as an
emoowering accommodation may place an unmanageable strain on their team. A leader may
genuinely believe they have welcomed dissent, while a colleague feels that speaking up carries
genuine career risk. Sound support therefore requires far more thar goodwill. It demands a
realistic scope, adequate cagzcity, legitimate authority, and honast recognition for those who
provide it. Crucially, the leacer’s own conduct, accountability. and commitments remain an
integral part of the equation.

I
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The book prograsses through five stages:

1. Know your spike

2. Own your impact

3. See their spikes

4. Connect the spikes
5. Architect the system

Guiding these stages are three recurring inquiries:

e Which contribution can we amplify?
e Which conditions must we architect differeritly?
e What must each person own?

These questions are designed to organise reflection and deliberate action; they do not
represent a clinical assessment or promise a formulaic outcome.

A brief note on the text itself: the ccenarios explored throughout the manuscript are fictional
composites unless explicitly noted. They are designed to examine choices and their systemic
ripples, not to serve as clinical profiles or definitive case studies. Where research is cited, |
indicate the source and note its material boundaries. The practical frameworks offered here are
invitations for reflection and coordination—tools to make working relationships clearer anc
more reviewable, 'while safeguarding individual privacy where disclosure is unnecessar V.

At the heart of this approach is a simple conviction: unity does not require uniformity. People
can align around a shared purpose while thinking, perceiving, and contributing in profoundly
different ways. Making that possible makes real demands on both the leader and the
organisation: a threshold of competence for the role, a willingness to learn, conditions that
support full participation, and an honest reckoning with how one person’s way of working
affects another.

My hope is that the pages anead offer practical clarity as you navigate those relationships
within the responsibilities you carry.

al



The Spiky Leader: Neurodiversity, Resnonsibility, and the Design of Collective Capability Eric Michot

Introduction: The Spiky Leader

Neurodiversity, Responsibility, and the Design of Collective Capability

The following scene is a fictional composite. It brings together two everyday experiences
of the same leader to examine contribution, responsibility, and the design of work. It is
neither a clinical case study nor evidence of a diagnosis.

At 9:07 on Monday morning, the executive team was trying to understand why a major cli=nt
had challenged a proposal that had consumed six months of work. The financial models had
been audited, the delivery timelines were granulay, and the directors around the table knew
their allocated responsibilities. Yet the client’s pushback suggested that something
fundamental had slipped through the seams.

Daniel, the director of strategy, sat ai the far end of the boardroom tzbie, silently examining the
architecture projected on the screen. The operations director walked through the critical path.
The finance director defendedi the core margin assumptions. The managing director weighed
how to reassure the client without unravelling the entire commercial submission. Daniel
remained silent. His colleagues read that silence in contrasting ways: some assumed deep
concentration; others quietly wondered whether he vas tracking the conversation at ali

Ten minutes in. be cut across the debate: “We are answering the wrong question.”

He walked to the whiteboard and drew a singie line connecting two distant nodes of the
operaiing model. The client’s anxiety, he argued, was not about margin or milestone dates; it
was about an operational dependency the team had treated as fixed. If that single link faltered,
the financial numbers would remain mathematically elegant while the service became unviable
on the ground. The spreadsheet was merely where the symptorm had surfaced; it was not
where the problem lived.

The operations director pressed him on the mechanics. Together, they mapped the failure
mode. Daniel’s premise held. The room shifted from defending an incumbent position tc
confronting an overlooked vulnerability. For the rianaging director, the moment czotured the
exact contritution she valued: Daniel could perceive systemic fault lines that the rest of the
team waikked right past, reopening an apparently settled consensus in time to save it.

Yet elsewhere in the organisation that same morning, other colleagues were managing the
wake of his working patterns:

e A project manager was stalled on an urgent client deliverable, waiting for a technical
review Daniel haa promised to return the previous Thursday.

O~
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e His executive assistant was quietly renegotiating two critical diary commitments after he
had agreed to be in two places simultaneously.

e Adirect report was trying to reconcile contradictory sets of instructicns issued across
two days, uncertain which one heid authority.

» A junior analyst was dreading her next review with him, having had her previous financial
model dismissed with a tlunt, “That makes no sense,” before she could finish walking
through the logic.

The strategic clarity mattered. So did the stalled workflew, the administrative friction, and the
analyst’s hesitation. Celebrating Daniel’s intellect while ignoring these fractures leaves an unfair
burden on those around him. Conversely, reducing his capability to his disorganisation
disregards ari insight the business genuinely requires.

This tension sits at the heart of this book: What belongs to the leader’s inciividual development,
and what calls for systemic redesign? Answering this requires clear-eyad attention to the work
produced, the conditions under which it thrives, and the colleagues who absorb the
operational fallout. Above all, it demands an honest reckoning with responsibility:

which commitments remain non-negotiable for the leader, what support makes those
commitments feasible, and who possesses the authoriy and capacity to provide it?

Contribution Under Specific Conditions

Throughcut this book, | use the word spike to describe an area of pronounced relative
contribution that emerges under specific working conditions. A spike may stand out within an
individual’'s own uneven portfolio of skills, or it may be uniquely valuable 0 a particular
organisational challenge. It does not need to represent rare genius. Ari operational description
names what the person does, the concrete evidence of its value, and the precise conditions
that make it possible.

Consider two familiar examples:

e A technical lead might spot subtle structurai flaws in a complex contract wher, given
thre= uninterrupted hours to review it in advance, yet struggle to track or critique those
sanie details during a high-tempo, verbal executive debate.

e An operational manager might turn an ambiguous strategic brief into a flawless sequence
of milestones, provided the project sponsor remains accessible to resolve competing
priorities.

Naming both the contribution and its supporting conditions gives us something objective to
design around. Calling the first colleague “the brilliant analyst” and the second “the natural

~d
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organiser” offeis zero guidance on how to structure their next engagement.

Furthermore, a spike need not look like Deniel’'s dramatic whiteboard intervention. Sustaining
quist reliability across a core service, caiching an administrative discreparicy before it reaches
a client, or translating an ambiguous policy for a frontline team are immense contributions that
rarely produce a theatrical moment. The language of spikes must honour ordinary, disciplined
competence just as readily as irregular brilliance.

Neurodiversity describes the natural variation in how hurman minds process information,
perceive environments, and navigate work. Neurodivergent refers to cognitive profiles that
diverge from dcnmiinant institutional norms. In this ook, references to conditions such as
autism, ADRC, dyslexia, and dyspraxia are anchored strictly to observable work dynamics and
evidenced practices. Diagnostic labels do not define a single leadership style, nor can a clinical
assessment ever serve as a complete blueprint for an individual’s professional capability or
working needs.

We must therefore maintain a strict separation between three distinct layers:

1. What a person has explicitly disclosed.
2. What is directly observable in their output and iri*eractions.
3. What we are subjectively interpreting.

Daniel’s silarice during the presentation tells us only that he was silent. It does not reveal
whether ne was disengaged, overwhelmed, or deep in synthesis. Similarly, his sharp structural
insight does not prove neurodivergence. A manager can establish the environmental
conditions that allow a colleague tc do their best thinking without eve: seeking a diagnostic
label.

Support must not be conditional on discovering an extraordinary, compensatory gift. Many
people face substantial executive fatigue, and some contributions require immense effort even
when the final output looks effortless. We do not need an inspirational narrative to justiry
treating people well. We can respect a person’s dictinct contribution, take their operational
friction seriously, and design sound working arrangements without reducing the fuman being
to either a deficit or a superpower.

The Responsibility Attached to Leadership

Executive roles carry structurai duties that exist independently of what a leader enjoys or finds
effortless. A director may nezd to make complex judgements, communicate operational
rationale clearly, and hcnour the commitments upon which others depend. Identifying a rare

o
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gift for strategy does not absolve a leader of these duties; it simply frames the inquiry into how
those essential responsibilities can be reliably met.

Rigour is required when a habitual style becomes conflated with an actuai business outcome. A
lzader must communicate strategic direction clearly, but there are muitiple operational formats
through which that clarity can be achieved. Some decisions allow for asynchronous reflection;
others demand real-time calibration under uncertainty. We must distinguish rigid personal
preference from genuine role requirements before determining where flexibility is practical.
Role adaptations mus: still leave critical obligations covered.

Equally, the hur~an cost of a leader’s working style must be brought into daylight. Daniel’s
assistant may excel at untangling diary conflicts, but her capacity is finite. Every hour spent
absorbing preventable logistical turbulence is an hour stolen from substantive administrative
contribution. If an assistant's discreet intervention is what keeps a leader’s r.,romises intact, the
system must recognise that uncredited labour and ask whether the arrangement is durable or
exploitative. Her experience is essential evidence of how Daniel’s leadership truly operates.
Interpersonal conduct requires the same standard. Supplying Daniel with cleaner briefing packs
might improve his ability to evaluate work constructively. However, he still carries the baseline
duty to explain his reasoning and allow colleagues to finish their thoughts. A spiky cognitive
profile is never a licence for discourtesy, dismissiveness. or psychological intimidation. Where
team members fsar retribution for challenging a senior figure, telling them to “be more
assertive” is inadequate. The organisation must establish credible, structured mecihianisms
through which reality can be communicated vithout career risk.

Clear boundaries prevent support from degenerating into a unilateral transfer of unfinished
executive duties onto colleagues. At the same time, they protect acceuntability from devolving
into rigid homogenisation. If dev2iopment and structural support stiil leave core obligations
unmet, the organisation must iave the courage to reassess the it between the person and the
role.

Amplify, Architect, and Own

Three deliberate practices recur throughout this book:

e Amplify: Focuses on positioning evidenced contribution where it generates genuine
value. For Daniel, this means engaging him while assumptions are still fluid, rather than
forcing him to react to a completed deck at the eleventh hou:. He receives the briefing
material early to study it asynchronously, bringing targeted challenges for the team to
stress-test.

e Architect: Focuses on redesigning the conditions un<ler which work is conducted. The

O



The Spiky Leader: Neurodiversity, Resnonsibility, and the Design of Collective Capability Eric Michot

team establishes explicit conventions: separating exploratory brainstorms from binding
decisions, logging commitments in a shared registry, and creating defined rules for
managing conflicting priorities. Every structural change is weighed against its
administrative cost: does it reduce friction, or does it merely create an administrative tax
that someone else must police?

e Own: Focuses on taking direct stewardship of the outcomes, commitments, and
relational wake of one’s behaviour. Daniel must confirm his choices in writing, deliver
agreed reviews on time, or proactively flag delivery risks while others still have space to
adjust. When his communication lands abruptly, he rnust return to the conversation and
repair the reiiionship. Engaging thoughtfully vvitih support is an act of ownership:
expecting <olleagues to quietly absorb recuiving disorganisation is an abdication of it.

These actions form an integrated loop. Distributing materials earlier amplifies Daniel’s strategic
analysis while streamlining preparation for the entire team. A shared log irnrroves coordination
while holding him accountable to whei he agreed. Neither structural design nor personal
development is a standalone panacea; systemic accommodation and individual responsibility
must operate in tandem.

What You Can Build Through This Book

This book is written for leaders, managers, and pra<titioners who must coordinate div2rse
cognitive profiies—including their own. It also provides an objective vocabulary for those
working alningside spiky leaders to articulate the support they provide and the operational
boundaries they require.

To turn these concepts into practic=, the chapters guide you through trie creation of four core
operational artefacts:

Artefact Primary Purpose Key Focus

Cognitive Personal Details how you work best across different concitions,

Operating Manual operational balancing output against effort and cognitivs cost.
clarity Shared selectively to aid coordination witriout

oversharing private detail.

Responsibility & Bilateral Pairs a role outcome with its designated owner,
Support operational specifying the exact support, resources, review
Agreement contracting cadences, and escalatior vaths required to sustain it.
Team Contribution Collective Maps real depenaencies, complementary strengths,

'C
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Map capability design handoff points, and contingency cover across a team,
ensuring critical coordination work is visible and
shared.

Organisational Bounded Isolates a recurring operational breakdown beyond the

Experiment systemic individual, defining an executive sponsor, an

intervention operational owner, measurable metrics, and a review
date.

The Five Steges of the Journey
The book m:ves through five progressive stages:

e Part I: Know Your Spike. Grounded in disciplined observation. You wii unpick conventional
leadership archetypes, examine your own uneven capabilities across diverse conditions,
and draft a provisional Cognitive Operating Manual anchored ini observable work rather
than aspiration.

e Part ll: Own Your Impact. Connects your cognitive profile to executive accountability. It
addresses communication cadences, deliberate choices around disclosure, the ethics of
leadership presence, and the discipline needed > honour commitments without
offloading personal disorganisation onto others.

e Part lll: Sce Their Spikes. Shifts focus to managerial leadership. It outlines how to inquire
inte athers’ working needs without pathologising them, formulate usable briefs, deliver
nhjective behavioural feedback, and navigate interpersonal conflict without assuming
every dispute is a cognitive mismatch.

e Part IV: Connect the Spikes. Examines team-level orchestratior. You will explore how
diverse minds collaborate around complex tasks, design resilient handoffs, and structure
intentional cover for critical roles. It pays particular attentiun to protecting and
developing the colicagues who provide leadership support.

e Part V: Architect the System. Scales the inquiry to institutional architecture. It investigates
how capability is evaluated, which working styles are inadvertently rewarded in
promotions, and how decision rights and administrative resources can be redesigned
througir bounded organisational experiments.

Begin With the Authority You Have

You do not need an enterprise-wide transformation mandate to begin. Start with a single
recurring friction point: a review cycle that continually stalls, a meeting structure that routinely
obscures critical insights, o a workflow handoff that forces cclieagues to reverse-engineer
decisions.
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Examine a specific instance. Document what occurred, the conditions surrounding it, and the
hidden recovery work absorbed by colleaaues. Then, act within your direct sphere of influence:

» A manager can restructure a meeting format or shift how project briefs are dispatched.

e An executive can resource a dedicated support capacity or commission alternative
pathways for assessing talent.

e An operational partner can clarify their workload, articulate practical boundaries, and
establish transparent escalation routes when an arrangement becomes unsustainabe.

Keep the initial ©xperiment small, measurable, ana bounded. Agree upfront on what will be
adjusted, whi=zn it will be reviewed, and whose testimony will determine whether it succeeded.
Real progress is measured not by a leader’s warm impression that things feel easier, but by
verifiable improvements in delivery and an easing of the hidden strain borin< by the team.

Daniel and his colleagues do not need to resolve every question about his working style before
their next client milestone. Thzyv simply need to agree on what that milestone requires, design
the preparation that makes iiis strategic judgement usable, and establish clear boundaries to
protect those who keep the operational machinery running. That is where individual capability
transforms into collective strength: in practical arrangzments where people can contribute
fully, coordinate cieanly, and remain answerable for itieir part.

We begin ‘with the benchmark against which capability is judged. Which leadership
expectations are truly non-negotiable, and where have familiar corporate habits been mistaken
for competence? Chapter 1 takes up that distinction, exploring how geniine executive breadth
can coexist with an uneven, spiky profile.

[
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Part I: Know Your Spike

Part | asks you to become disciplined ana accurate about your contributior before deciding
howv to develop it or design support around it. We begin by examining ttie unexamined
templates against which leaderstiic capability is judged. We then describe cognitive difference
without assigning ready-made, mythological strengths profiles. From there, you will calibrate
your own self-perception against observable work artefacts and willing colleague feedback,
testing deliberate changes to the conditions, sequence, ard recovery rhythms of your working
life.

The primary d=itverable of Part | is Version 0.1 of vour Cognitive Operating Manual. Two feeder
diagnostic tools—the Leadership Assumption Audit and the Contribution and Friction
Map—prepare the ground; the Two-Week Work and Effort Audit provides the experimental
data to refine it. Treat these as a connected inquiry into a single, high-stak=s responsibility
rather than four disconnected administrative burdens. Begin where youi contribution carries
consequential weight for others, adding further scenarios only when doing so directly informs
an operational decision.

A Note on Scenarios, Science, and Tools

All teaching scenarios in this part are fictional comp<<ites designed to examine profeszional
choices and theyw systemic ripples; they do not represent clinical case studies or diagnostic
profiles. The <haracter of Daniel (Chapter 3) continues the narrative introduced in the book's
opening rages. The practical frameworks and diagnostic forms are heuristic learning aids
rather than psychometric assessments. Numbered research notes are dccumented at the
conclusion of Chapter 4, followed by reproducible working templates.

2
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Chapter 1: The Ideal of the Well-Rounded Leader

Michael has identified a fatal vulnerability 'n a proposed commercial acquisition, but the
executive committee is minutes away from signing off on the transaction before he speaks.

Throughout the meeting, he has been scrutinising the investment memorandum,
cross-referencing footnotes to establish whether two material risks described as independent
could occur simultaneously. Priya, who is chairing the committee, watches Michael’s silence anci
makes a familiar calculation: has he arrived unprepared, <r is she once again carrying a silent
colleague through a1 executive decision? Michael, for his part, sees an executive forum that
rewards whoever speaks first, demanding decisive conclusions before he has had time to form
a responsiblz one. Both believe they are acting as stewards of the firm’s standards; both have
rational grounds to doubt the other's competence.

&

PRIYA'S VIEW \>

“Silence implies a 4\Q~ | “The committee rewards

an unwillingness to | e —— rigorous analysis &

carry executive weight"| Q)Q‘ interdependent i
N\

v N

| lack of preparation or | DIVERGENT REALITIES glib speed over deep,

The tenston here requires no clinical label to be understood: what constitutes competence in
this room, and how should the meeting’s architecture help that competerce surface? Priya
carries an institutional duty to achiewve closure within the governance window. Michael carries
an analytical duty to protect capital from an unexamined risk. If either obligation is ignored, the
organisation is forced into a faise choice between rapid confidsnice and careful thought—when
sound governance requircs both.

Most organisations do not intentionally construct an impossible leadership archetype.
Expectations accumulate organically because each quality appears sensible in isolation:

e Strategic foresight matters because scmeone must anticipate industry shifts.

e udgement matters because capitai and time are finite.

s Persuasive communication matters because collective action requires alignment.

e Operational execution, integrity, and talent development naturally belong in the frame
as well.

The crisis begins when this aggregation of institutional requirements is projected onto a single
human being as a uniform standard of personal capability.

-
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Formal compeiency architectures make this expectation explicit. The UK Civil Service
Leadership Statement expects senior leaders to be simultaneously inspiring, ccrifident, and
empowering. The United States Office of Personnel Management (OPM) establishes five broad
Executive Core Qualifications (ECQs) for senior executives. These frameworks serve necessary
governance purposes, demonstrating the high premium modern institutions place on
comprehensive executive capabiiity. However, their existence does not prove that an evenly
distributed cognitive profile is universally effective or even humanly typical.

Breadth of responsibility does not require equal strengtt across every domain. An organisation
must ascertain whetaer an individual can reliably discharge the duties of an executive
office—including those that require deliberate accacimmodation, systemic support, or personal
developmeri Simultaneously, it must interrogate whether its traditional signals of competence
are genuinely predictive of performance. We must separate the outcome the role demands
from the stylistic costume in which we are accustomed to seeing it deliverea.

Breadth Without Equal Strength

An executive role routinely dernands competence across disparate disciplines without
requiring equal personal mastery in each. The first analytical task is to establish the real-world
operational consequence of a capability gap.

A leader’s unconventional administrative filing system warrants a very different intervention
from an ongoirg failure to sign off on statutory zoprovals that their team requires tc. operate. A
profound ccitribution to market strategy canriot offset abusive interpersonal behaviour,
operational negligence, or unethical decision-making. Development must target the precise
point where a performance gap damages operational delivery, calibrated against the minimum
acceptable threshold for that specific role.

Breadth provides leaders with enough contextual literacy to reccgnise critical issues outside
their primary domain, seek independent expertise, and criticaliy evaluate advice. Requiring
uniform, first-tier excelicnce across all domains is an entirely different claim. A chief executive
must rely heavily on their chief financial officer’s technical expertise while retaining enough
commercial literacy to interrogate an implausible cash-flow forecast. A leader can legihimately
use external scaffolding to meet a performance standard, provided they retain enough
command *o judge whether that scaffolding is holding up under load.

Cormpetence and Its Costume

Executive roles demand verifiable, consequential capabilities. A serinr leader must explain
complex trade-offs with clarity, foster stability during market volatiiity, evaluate competing
perspectives, and articulate decisions so that others can execute with autonomy. Failure in any
of these areas damages an enterprise.
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Alongside these essential outcomes, however, corporate cultures quietly accumulate a
secondary catalogue of unexamined behavioural conventions:

Maintaining continuous, assertive eye contact.

Speaking fluently and authcritatively without preparatory time

Contributing immediately and vocalising thoughts in crowded rooms.
Appearing effortless, sociable, and relaxed at corporate functions.
Responding instantly to unexpected, high-stakes verbal questions.
Projecting composure through specific physical postures and social signals.

Some of these behaviours may prove advantageotis in defined settings. The operational
mistake is conflating the physical performance with the underlying capability itself.

<}

. Q
OUTCOME REQUIRED (The Competepce) CULTURAL CONVENSION (The Costume)

. \ ™ : ' :
Clear, actionable strate@?& direction vs Fluent, unéérlpted verbal delivery
Rigorous risk identifisetion vs Immediate interruption in meetings
Calm, dependable executive stewardship vs Effortless physical extroversion -\

This confusion is clearest within corporate conveisations about "executive presence”. In routine
talent reviews, the term becomes an elastic container bundling together confidence, physical
stature, polish, and social fluency. Such ambiguous labels obscure what is actually missing.

When a leader is criticised for lacking presence, demand the precise coerational facts:

e What was the exact setting?
e What was the obszrvable behaviour?
e What was the tangible business consequence?

Was a material balance-sheet risk left uncommunicated? Did operational teams lose
confidence in the strategic plan? Or did the indivicual simply deviate from the physical
archetype established by previous incumbents? These are fundamentally different problems
requiring fundamentally different responses.

This is not an argument that interpersonal communication is cosmetic. A leader whose
explanations leave staff disoriented cannot dismiss clarity as an opjpiessive stylistic demand.
Nor can an executive whose vismissive tone intimidates colleaqgues claim their relational wake
is irrelevant because their financial modelling was correct. Interpersonal behaviour produces
concrete operational ccnsequences. Those consequences must be owned.
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The Quiet Person at the Table

Consider Michael and Priya once more. In our scenario, Priya excels at real-tiime conversational
synthesis. She stress-tests concepts by debating them aloud, absorbing pushback, and
cahbrating her position as the dialogue progresses. Michael contributes most powerfully
through asynchronous structural analysis, identifying systemic vulnerabilities only after
examining the underlying data architecture.

Neither cognitive pathway is inherently more senior, rigorous, or valuable. The executive
committee's real interest is discovering whether these complementary cognitive styles ir:nrove
the quality of the irivestment decision, and ensuring neither leader offloads hidden work onto
their peers.

For the subsequent investment committee, the governance process is adjust=d:

1. Theinvestment memorandur is distributed forty-eight hours in advance.

2. Michael reviews the underlying assumptions against historical investments, mapping
the hidden correlation hetween the two risk profiles.

3. At the meeting, he prasents his analysis succinctly.

4. Priya leads the verbal cross-examination, interrogates the operational assumptions, ana
assists the committee in commissioning targetca due diligence.

Advance distribution allows Michael's analytical centribution to surface; the structured debate
allows Priye’s dialectical synthesis to subject that insight to collective scrutiny. The decision
improves because the governance design accommodates both modes of thought.

There is a counterexample that keeps this argument honest. During an acute operational
crisis—such as an active cybersecurity breach or a sudden liquidity shortfall—the executive
team will have neither advance <locumentation nor a forty-eight-nour reflection window. A
senior leader in that seat must make sound judgements from inncomplete data, synthesize
advice under pressure, and communicate clear actions. If Michael cannot achieve this standard
even with targeted support, restructuring routine governance meetings will not resolve the
mismatch. We must distinguish between an unnecessary institutional demand for spontaneity
and situations where real-time verbal agility is its<!tf an operational requirement of ‘t:e role.

The Seduction of Visible Compatence

Sorne executive contributions are immediately obvious, while others can only be measured
downstream by the disasters they prevent. A fluent, charismatic spee<h in a boardroom is easy
to notice; synthesis completed in isolation three hours later is largeily invisible. Rapid verbal
answers are simple to tally; structural errors averted through micticulous advance review leave
no operational trace.
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Talent management systems systematically favour behaviours that are easy to observe over
contributions that matter most to institutional durability. Formal evaluation criteria are
beneficial only when assessors tether behaviour directly to measurable outcomes across
vari=d working environments. The persistent organisational risk lies in treating a familiar
behavioural signal as synonymous with performance.

Once subjective interpretation enters executive assessment, social familiarity follows
immediately. A candidate who matches the social habits, communication cadences, and
socio-economic mannerisms of incumbent leadership is 2asily labelled as "high potential”. A
candidate whose coinpetence is expressed through citferent communicative rhythms requires
deliberate, objective observation. This is not an asszrtion that every promotion panel acts with
prejudice; it is an invitation to scrutinise the empirical evidence: look closely at who is
promoted, examine the metrics used to justify the selection, and determine whether leaders
with divergent working styles achieve equivalent outcomes.

Neurodivergent experience represcats one reason an individual’s praiessional presentation
may diverge from corporate ncrims, but it is far from the only one. Cultural background, home
language, gender, socio-eccnomic origin, physical disability, and organizational status all shape
observable behaviours.

Consider a junior professional who pauses for several seconds before replying to an executive
partner:

e Thz empirical observation: The professional pauses for four seconds before speaking.

e iheimmediate interpretation: The professional lacks confidence or command of the
subject.

e The institutional conclusion: The professional lacks leadership capability.

Yet the pause could signify cognitive processing, language tranciation, neurodivergent
synthesis, or a cultural convention of respect toward authority. Objective assessment requires
rigorous evidence for each step of that inferential ladder, rather than treating observation,
interpretation, and conclusion as interchangeable.

Minimum Standards Are Non-Negotiable

Challenging corporate folklore does not discolve the baseline obligations of leadership. Those
who hcold positional authority must maintain professional conduct; those entrusted with
baicnce sheets must exercise sound fiscal governance. Executive authority requires decisions
delivered within agreed business timeframes, and commitments require completion or
proactive renegotiation. Variead working methods can meet thece standards, but the standard
itself cannot become optional simply because an executive finds the conventional path
challenging.

(o)
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Organisations must define whether a given role demands personal mastery, dependable
execution, sufficient literacy to direct expert advice, or simply the humility to eccalate risks. A
managing director does not need to buili complex algorithmic code, but they must understand
its acvernance implications well enougi to identify flawed logic. An executive may use an
adiministrative support team, but ttiey remain personally answerable icr ensuring promises
made to stakeholders are trackaa and honoured. Precise performance baselines make support
systems straightforward to architect and prevent performance gaps from being hidden behind
a facade of cognitive uniqueness.

\
s N\
ACCEPTABLE Accmrqg’rmu UNACCEPTABLE ABDICATION

Clear teéam direction Detailed written memos instead Issuing vague directives
of spontaneous town halls and bl g the team
Meeting governance As‘ynchr@hus pre-reading and Hissi{l} board deadlines

deadlines stru{/&ed review periods w@a ut warning
v N\

Style and Consequence in Everyday Operations

Administrative follow-through makes this distinction imimediate. One leader’s personal
note-taking mav look chaotic, yet their decisions are unambiguously recorded, their actions
logged, and their deadlines met. Another leader with similarly disordered notes leaves direct
reports guassing at priorities, deciphering coritradictory instructions, and chasing missing
approvais. The second case carries a destructive operational footprint that the first does not.

Determine the appropriate intervention by auditing the workflow brez«down:

e What specific artefact goes missing?
e When was it required?
e Who s currently performing the hidden recovery work to repair the omission?

A shared task board, an altered workflow sequence, or dedicated administrative supooit may
resolve the battleneck, alongside targeted deveiopment for the executive.

Professicral relationship must also be untangled from conventional sociability. An executive
who evoids noisy industry cocktail hours may maintain deep stakeholder trust through
one-on-one technical conversations. Conversely, an executive who displays effortless social
charm may consistently avoid difficult performance conversations

Ask the operational questici: can direct reports secure clear decisions, register serious
concerns, and understznd expectations? If these outcomes are met through alternative
channels, the demana for conventional socialising warrants scrutiny. If they are not met, the

-
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leader carries ain unresolved relational duty, regardless of how exhausting they find
interpersonal interaction.

Alternative methods must function unaer real-world operational constraints. A director cannot
irsist exclusively on email communication when a crisis demands an imrmediate, nuanced
race-to-face conversation. Equaily, the reality that live conversation is sometimes required does
not justify demanding unscripted verbal performances in every governance setting. Define the
business occasion and its performance standard with enough precision to protect required
breadth, without making behavioural conformity the ultimste test of leadership capability.

The Well-Rounded Leader May Be a System

Much appaient executive well-roundedness belongs not to an isolated individual, but to the
operational scaffolding built around them. Seasoned executive assistants manage diary
logistics, finance managers stress-test business cases, and operations chiais convert visionary
rhetoric into operational roadmaps 'riterdependence is a healthy operstional reality.

The systemic failure occurs when the leader absorbs personal acciaim for being exceptionally
well-rounded, while the esscntial supporting labour remains unrecognised, under-resourced,
or dependent on the goodwill of a single colleague. We must evaluate the capability of the
partnership alongside the individual, making visible who carries the administrative load anda
what happens whan that support is absent.

Consider a research director whose intellectual output appears coupled with impeccable
administrative execution—until his assistant takes four weeks of medical leave. Project
approvals stall, customer commitments lapse, and strategic meetings collapse into confusion.
The breakdown does not mean the director’s scientific insight was fraudulent; it reveals that his
executive capability was a properiy of a two-person system.

The assistant’s labour requires formal recognition, fair compeinsation, and operational backup.
Simultaneously, the director remains accountable for ensuring his statutory responsibilities do
not rely on an unsustainable rescue operation.

The Confcrmity Trap

Many estatlished leadership behaviours serve legitimate operational needs. Physical visibility
can improve access, social fluency can forge complex alliances, and prompt verbal authority
can ceize fleeting commercial opportunities. Any assumption audit must remain open to
preserving an established behavioural standard when the operationsi data validates its
necessity.

The selection guidance from the United States Office of Petsonnel Management illustrates this
nuanced approach: candidates are assessed across the broad ECQ domains, yet are explicitly
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not expected 1¢ possess every single underlying competency. This provides an institutional
counterexample to the belief that formal competency frameworks inevitably demand an evenly
balanced, homogenous executive.

If o behavioural expectation demorstrably protects an essential operational outcome in your
environment, maintain it. If high-performing leaders deliver that identical outcome through
alternative mechanisms, investigate why the preferred style continues to dominate executive
assessments. The question is: what objective evidence would lead you to either conclusion?

Tool 1: The Leadership Assumption Audit

Select two behavioral expectations that govern how you are evaluated or how you evaluate
others. Selec.t one that appears non-negotiable and one that seems ripe for an alternative
method.

Translate ambiguous labels into concrete behaviours:

e Instead of "executive precence,” specify "answering unplanned governance questions
during board reviews."

e Instead of "approachable,” specify “returning critical commercial sign-offs within four
hours."

Map each behaviour to its intended business outcome and the operational standard tniat
makes it consequential. Evaluate whether the behaviour is an absolute requirement or merely
one histcrical route to the outcome.

Look for counterexamples in both directions:

1. A colleague whose alternative method achieved the requirec outcome.
2. A colleague whose cariventional style failed to achieve t:e outcome.

Audit whether differences in performance stem from personal competence or unequal access
to administrative support.

Worked Example: The Leadership Assumption Aucit

Audi* Diimension Operationa! Application (Fictional Committee Scenario)

Expected Behaviour Contribute spontaneously to every live strategic acquisition
discussion.

Required Business Provide rigorous, evidenced risk analysis before the committee

Outcome commits capital.

)
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Minimum Standard Identify material dependencies prior to the sign-off deadline
and respond to governance challenges.

Proposed Alternative Distribute tihe key strategic question 48 hours prior; submit

olethod written analysis; debate findings in the meeting.

Evidenced A live incident requires immediate decision without pre-reading

Counterexample (standard applies); in routine reviews, pre-reading surfaces
deeper flaws.

Evidence Needed t¢ Material concerns flaggzd in time; clarity of final minutes;

Decide administrative load on authors; performance in live crises.

Authority and Review Committee chair authorises a three-meeting trial; reviews

outcomes with committee members.

Begin this audit with two expe«tations rather than attempting to redesign your entire operating
model overnight:

e Scenario A (Non-negotiable requirement): Authorising an emergency containment
protocol during an operational failure. The recuired outcome is rapid, legally so’ad
action within defined governance rights. The standard demands decisive sign-off within
sixty minutes based on expert technical advice. Suspending action to accommodate a
leader's preference for quiet reflection creates immediate commercial exposure. The
behavioural expectation survives the audit because its link to the outcome is direct and
unyielding.

e Scenario B (Adaptable convention): Delivering spontaneous verbal feedback during
strategic planning reviews. The desired outcome is a theiraughly stress-tested strategic
roadmap. The alternative involves circulating the centrai strategic question in advance,
allowing participants to contribute through structured written briefs followed by
focused debate. Run this trial across two comparable reviews.

Evaluate the a'ternative by measuring outcomes: did the team uncover more risks, were
decisions recorded clearly, and did the prepaiaiory burden on colleagues increaze? A quiet
meeting is not inherently a better meeting.

Tuirning the Lens Toward Yourself

It is always easier to critique institutional bureaucracy than to examine personal discomfort. An
executive who struggles wi*ir administrative detail can easily disimiss governance records as
irrelevant bureaucracy. A 'eader who finds professional networking exhausting can easily
dismiss stakeholder reiationship-building as superficial corporate politics.

™)
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Conclude your audit by answering this question: Are you challenging an expectation because it
confuses style with capability, or because you want to avoid developing a skill ysur role
legitimately demands?

Arnswer through operational eviderce rather than comfort. A responsibility can be exhausting
ror your cognitive profile and stili remain a vital duty of your office. Conversely, expending
immense energy to maintain a behavioural performance that bears no relationship to business
results is an operational waste.

At the end of your trial, examine the balance sheet: waz the standard met reliably, and dic the
hidden burden cn your colleagues decrease? Keey: the business outcome fixed while allowing
the working raethod to adapt.

Chapter 2: Difference Without Mythciogy

Lindiwe is delighted whien her corporate division launches a high-profile neurodiversity
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(€%



The Spiky Leader: Neurodiversity, Resnonsibility, and the Design of Collective Capability Eric Michot

inclusion initiative. For years, her difficulty tracking action items during rapid, unstructured
meetings was interpreted by senior management as disorganisation or a lack of executive
readiness.

Fahowing the launch, she chooses *c disclose her ADHD diagnosis. The institutional language
shifts immediately. A divisional director introduces her to a cross-functional strategy project as
the team’s "visionary creative thinker," assigning her to brainstorm ideas for a new digital
offering. Lindiwe appreciates the supportive tone, but she is an experienced operations
manager who takes pride in building dependable, repeatavle processes. She quietly wonders

whether a well-meaning stereotype has simply replaced an unhelpful one.

Her project peear, Arun, faces a different operational problem. He values Lindiwe’s operational
insight, but the project needs a dependable critical path. He hesitates to ask why her promised
action log is late, worried that holding her to account will be seen as insens'iive to
neurodiversity.

Lindiwe wants the targeted administrative software and clear agendas she requested; Arun
wants a predictable project hzaindoff. Neither needs a romanticised narrative about ADHD and
innovation. They need an accurate understanding of the work and a dependable way to
execute it together.

’
& \ &
THE BIP%@R FRAMING OF NEURDDIVERSI'I&YN BUSINESS A\
N\

| || THE MYTHOLOGICAL NARRATIVE |
| + Focuses solely on impairment | | - Romanticises difiference |
| - Views divergence as hr&kenness| | - Demands compgpgatory genius |
! | |
! | |

Q\Q~ THE DEFICIT NARRATIVE

= Traps leaders in Lo%@mpact » StereotypegyADHD=creative,
operational margin@\ Autism=@p r-logical

|  GROUNDED RATIONAL REALITY |
| « Precise éﬁitual conditions |
| - Dignitﬁithout preconditions |
| * Clear personal accountability

| + Mutual, unburdened agreement
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Moving away from deficit-based views can be transformative for an individual whose working
patterns were historically labelled as laziness, insubordination, or carelessness. 't provides a
constructive language for fragmented experiences and helps surface overlooked capabilities.

Tee systemic danger begins when *hat recognition solidifies into a new, romanticised template:

e ADHD cast exclusively as entrepreneurial creativity.
e Autism cast exclusively as mathematical brilliance or incorruptible logic.
e Dyslexia cast exclusively as visionary narrative synitiesis.

A clinical diagnosis provides medical and personal context, but it does not reveal an inadividual's
distinct strengtiis, specific support requirements. or leadership capacity. We must set aside the
mythology and look at the actual human being in the role.

A Diagnostic Category Is Not a Human Being

Neurodiversity describes natural bic.logical variation across human cognitive processing.
Neurodivergent describes individuals whose cognitive processing diverges from dominant
institutional baselines. These terms do not describe a single clinical diagnosis, nor do they
define a uniform leadership style. Research into autism, ADHD, and dyslexia must be examineu
on its own empirical terms. Uneven capability profiles cccur across all human populations, with
or without a formal medical diagnosis.

A clinical diagnosis can help an employee understand their working patterns and access
statutory workplace accommodations, while ieaving much of their professional capability
undescribed. Two executives with identical ADHD diagnoses will require distinct operational
conditions and contribute differently to the same strategic challenge. Support needs fluctuate
across career stages, and no diagnostic label can account for the richness of an individual's
professional experience. A leadsi must be supported in articulating what they need to deliver
their work, without feeling pressured to disclose their medicai history to corporate peers.

Uneven Does Not Mean Universally Exceptional

In this book, a spike refers to an area of pronounced relative contribution that emeraes under
specific workiing conditions. It may stand out ageainst a person’s other capabilities. or it may
prove valuable to a given enterprise challenge. It does not have to represent an extraordinary
talent compared to the general population.

Running dependable, systematic operational reviews is a valuable executive contribution, even
if nobody writes a profile about it. Evaluate contribution through t".¢ business stability it
creates, rather than the dramatic appeal of its description.

Some people face real cognitive challenges that require thoughtful workplace
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accommodations, without possessing an extraordinary, compensatory talent. Others possess
seasoned management skills and require only modest environmental adjustmerits. Inclusion
extracts an unfair price of admission when an employee is embraced for proriised genius, only
to he dismissed when they turn out to e a dedicated professional who dces ordinary, vital
wiork well.

Human dignity and access to workplace support must never be contingent on a narrative of
extraordinary talent. The inquiry is: what does this person ccntribute, what do they require to
sustain that contribution, and what does the role demanc!*

The Hidden Trap of Positive Stereotyring

Positive steireotypes are uniquely difficult to dismantle because they sound like compliments.
Telling an autistic colleague they possess superior attention to detail, or tellina an ADHD
employee they are an innate out-of-the-box innovator, seems empowerirg. The danger is that
an interesting statistical possibility is converted into a rigid expectatior. of an unobserved
individual. That expectation thenr determines which projects they are handed and whether their
requests for support are taker seriously.

The empirical literature urges caution:

]

Autism: In Cope and Remington’s study, autistic adults identified personal strengths
including intense focus, memory, efficiency, nonesty, and hyper-systematic thinking.
Thece reflect lived experiences rather tihan controlled proof of universal workplace
acvantages. Bury and colleagues conducted a critical systematic review that found
insufficient empirical evidence to substantiate a generalised "auticm advantage" in
employment, emphasising individual variation. Together, these studies support an
open-minded inquiry into individual strengths while warning against assigning traits by
diagnostic category.

Adult ADHD: Rafae! and colleagues’ 2026 scoping review mapped research into
proposed strengths such as divergent thinking, hyperfocus, and resilience. They
observed that many studies pre-selected for positive traits or relied entirely on
self-reported surveys. A scoping review categorises the current state of literature; it
does not guarantee that the next professional with ADHD will display divergent
creativity. The practical move is to iderntify the individual's evidenced contribution, map
1S supporting conditions, and verity it through actual output.

Dyslexia: Majeed, Hartanto, and Tan conducted a meta-analysis examining the
relationship between dyslexia and creativity, finding no statistically significant difference
in overall creativity between dyslexic and non-dyslexic corniparison groups. This finding
disproves the claim ¢t an automatic creativity dividend, while showing variance across
individual studies.
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We can value ain executive's demonstrated strategic creativity without attributing it to their
neurobiology. Equally, we can resource support for their reading load without czmanding
exceptional gifts to justify the cost.

NMizasured Ability vs. Experienced Strength

An experienced personal strengih, a psychometrically measured ability, and a demonstrable
business outcome answer different questions:

A W '
Q- NG N
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An executive may feel that their intense focus allows them to complete complex document
reviews. A psychometric test evaluates their accuracy relative to a normative population under
controlled settings. Project evidence reveals whether their document review surfaced an
unexamined operational risk in timc for the business to act. Each data point offers value, but
none proves superior capability across a diagnostic demographic. Keep the evidentiary
boundaries anchored to evary claim.

This analytical discipline applies equally to flattering and critical conclusions. A laboratory test
of working memory cannot replicate the complex delegation and support systems of an
executive suite. A successful product launch reflecis team collaboration and marke*. 1ailwinds
just as much as an individual’s cognitive drive. An individual's self-report providec assential
insight intc their internal effort and cognitive fatigue, but comparative claims about capability
require comparative evidence. We can ceiebrate exceptional work without asserting that a
diaanosis created it.

Taking Cognitive Friction Seriously

Resisting romanticised myths also requires being honest about real impairment. An executive
can take pride in their cognitive identity while facing daily operational friction that makes
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corporate life demanding. Valuing their contribution must make those difficulties easier to
articulate, not harder.

Lauder, McDowall, and Tenenbaum'’s systematic review revealed a significant shortage of
rigurous, context-specific intervention research for adults with ADHD in professional settings,
with most literature focused on .!inical pharmacology. The lack of published workplace studies
limits our ability to prescribe universal organizational interventions; it does not invalidate an
employee’s account of executive fatigue.

Workplace support must address the concrete operational breakdown, even when an
employee's output meets standard metrics. An exevutive may deliver strategic decks on time
while burning through personal reserves in isolation, working late into the night to compensate
for a distracting open-plan office. They may need protected asynchronous blocks, clear written
briefs, or assistive software to make that delivery sustainable.

The goal is an operational arrangen«nt the individual can maintain without burnout, and that
colleagues can depend on withcit friction. That usually requires personal skill development
alongside structural redesign.

Context Governs the Value of a Trait

A cognitive trait produces different operational outcaimes depending on the environmaitin
which it lands:

e Hyper-attention to discrepancies: An invaluable asset when auditing an acquisition
agreement or verifying regulatory compliance. The same cognitive pattern can stall
progress in early-stage product design if the leader treats every minor inconsistency as
a critical blocker.

e Rapid associative ideation: Exceptionally effective during <risis mitigation or
white-space strategy sessions. The identical trait creatcs operational chaos if direct
reports treat every exploratory idea as an urgent directive.

Examine the task, the environmental conditions, and the operational outcome before
classifying a trait as an asset or a liability. Often, the appropriate solution is to presei e the
analytical ccritribution while changing how ara when it enters the team's workflow.

Distinguishing Four Types of Information

To build an objective working environment, keep four distinct categories of information
separate:
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e e et e s s sl ey

| category of Information | Operational Definition @Q |

4. Clinical Diagnosis | Meb%’cal classification inform@ clinical care |
\Q9 nd statutory workplace adjuﬂments. ]

| 2. Lived Identity | The narrative framework an individual uses to
| | make sense of their tognitive life. |

| 3. Gbservah%@attern | Objective, verj pable workplace behaviour Q\Q~ |
O | across speci\@i operational settings. |

| 4, I@g;red Explanation | Hypothesised reason for the pattern (fatigue,
| | sensory overload, attention resid@f.\). |

Return to Lindiwe and Arun. Lindiwe’s disclosure shares an important dimension of her personal
experience, but it does not establish that she wants to be an innovation lead, nor does it prove
her late action log has a single neurological origin.

They can look at the recent meeting objectively: she was facilitating a heated debate, decision
items were mixad with informal suggestions, andi o dedicated scribe was assigned. The
immediate cperational challenge is creating a cdependable project record. Her ADHD context
can inferrni the tools they select, while her professional track record as an operations manager
anchors the solution.

If an executive has an establishedi disability accommodation, they should not have to repeat
avoidable cycles of failure to prove its necessity. An observatioral approach respects the
knowledge an individual already holds about their operating needs. The focus is executing the
accommodation and agreeing on how outputs will be tracked. Focusing on operational design
does not grant an organization permission to cross-examine an employee's medical
background.

A useful operational description remains opern to calibration. If routing all incoming approvals
through a single digital queue improves ressonse times, verify where it works and where
bottlenecks still occur. If providing a quiet working environment fails to improve a leader's
anaiytical speed, explore alternative explanations. A promotion, a workload spike, or team
turnover will inevitably reshape the operational system.

The diagnostic map that folicws documents the dynamic relationship between a professional
and their tasks, balancing uncertainty against evidence, rather than reducing a human being to
an immutable category.
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Tool 2: The Contribution and Friction Map

Select three recurring operational scenarios from your current role, ensuring you include both a
high-friction task and one where your <orntribution is strong.

Frame your contribution as an oksarvable verb:

e '/ stress-test commercial milestones against real-world supply chain lead times"is
actionable.
e ‘"lam practica!"is useless corporate shorthand.

Attach a dated, verifiable work example to each en'ry. Document operational friction with
identical precision, naming where delivery stalls, where cognitive fatigue spikes, and how that
friction affects downstream workflows.

Log the specific environmental conditions that shape the outcome: advarnce documentation,
auditory distractions, communication channels, or overlapping responsibilities. At this stage,
treat these links as working hycotheses, unless an established meclical accommodation
provides firmer guidance.

Finally, map the tangible consequences across three axes:

1. Operaticnal delivery.
2. Personai cognitive fatigue.
3. Administrative load transferred to peers.

An entry is useful when a colleague can read it, understand the operational breakdown, and
recognise their role in the workflow.

Worked Example: The Contrikution and Friction Map

Mapping Dimension Operational Application (Fictional Lindiwe Scenario)

Operational Situation Facilitating the weekly operations review while capturing live
action items.

Observeci Contribution Separates chronic systemic failures from isolated issues:

proposes execuiion sequences.

Evidenced Artefact Identified a recurring supply discrepancy, leading to a revised
vendor SLA.
Observable Friction ey action items missing from the fira' record; team members

required clarifying calls.
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Operational Conditions Facilitating debate and typing simultaneously; decisions kbl=nded
with exploratory talk.

Systemic Consequence High-value cperational diagnosis followed by ar. unreliable
handoff and team chasing.

Targeted Inquiry Separate facilitation from action capture; test dedicated scribe to
protect follow-through.

Reader Experiment: One Pattern Without a Label

For one woriang week, select a behavioral pattern you habitually explain with a clinical or
personal label, and deliberately suspend the label.

You might typically say, “My ADHD mezans | only work well under pressui=,” or "l am terrible at
administration." Instead, track the rew operational data:

What is the specific task?

What happens to output quality?

Where does completion stall?

Under what conditions does the breakdown faii to occur?

Note the conaitions immediately preceding the work and the administrative scaffolding already
in place. You can value your diagnosis while biinging greater precision to the behaviour you are
examinng.

At the end of the week, rewrite the initial statement using behaviourai anguage. Instead of “/
am terrible at administration,” wrie: "I clear operational sign-offs wiinin two hours when they
arrive through a centralised Jashboard, but miss requests scatt<red across chat messages and
email threads."

This reframing points directly toward a workable intervention: consolidate approvals intc, &
single channel and measure whether overdue reqiuasts decline. The goal is an accurate
description of work, not a clinical explanation.

The ©Cwnership Question

A precise description expands the range of practical responses available to you. If you generate
ideas at high speed, build a mechanism to separate exploratory thcughts from binding
instructions. If administrative follow-through stalls, design a dependable capture routine rather
than shutting down the coniversation with a cognitive label. Protect the contribution and
address its operational costs in tandem.



The Spiky Leader: Neurodiversity, Resnonsibility, and the Design of Collective Capability Eric Michot

Ask yourself: What remains your direct responsibility once the behavioural pattern is accurately
described?

Rapid ideation may be an asset, but ke&gzing your team clear on operaticiral priorities remains
vaur duty. Executive fatigue may be: real, but fulfilling commitments remains a foundational
requirement of leadership.

Evaluate your experiment by the quality of the behavioural description you produce. Can you
name the task, the conditions, the operational consequenc.e, and at least one clear
counterexample? C»1 a colleague recognise the dynamic without needing a diagnostic
explanation?

Carry this caiibrated entry into Chapter 3, where we will cross-reference your self-perception
with tangible work outputs and colleague feedback to construct your Cognitive Operating
Manual.



The Spiky Leader: Neurodiversity, Resnonsibility, and the Design of Collective Capability Eric Michot

Chapter 3: How You Actually Work

Daniel, the strategy director, leaves anothiar project review convinced he has delivered an
exceptional contribution. He spotted an unexamined dependency in the operating model and
pioposed a sensible shift in sequenaing.

Amina, the project manager, leaves the same boardroom unsettled, unsure whether she has
the authority to challenge the revised roadmap. She had been detailing a critical staffing
constraint when Daniel shifted the room to the next agenaa item.

The following morning, Daniel expects the team to execute the revised sequence; Amina is still
spending time working out which client milestone has been compromised.

DANIEL'S INTERNAL VIEW Y AMINA'S OPERATIO@REALITY

e

| "I surfaced an unexamir$/\ | | "He cut a@é‘.s the staffing |
| dependency and reso@‘e the | | constraints and left us with
| strategic bottlenedR. " | | an unexecutable deadline."

~\ !

|
UNEXAMINED GAP IQ’.(OBSERVATIDN
» Daniel measures his internal insight.
» Amina measures the broken operational handoff.
- Both data points are required to deéfgn work .
.

Daniel’s insight is backed by 2 verifiable work output, but his betef that the meeting produced
an executable decision is fiawed. He knows the cognitive energy the synthesis required. Amina
knows the ambiguous directive she received and the delivery risks she cannot resolve. Their
accounts capture different sides of the same meeting.

An operating manual that documents only Danie!'s strategic vision misses the communication
breakdow: that prevented the organisation srom executing it.

Most professionals hold a deeply ingrained personal story about how they operate, assembled
from performance reviews, personal triumphs, and past criticisms. These narratives often
outlive the data that created them. A leader who delivers under tight deadlines may credit the
pressure, while failing to see thie compressed priorities, weekend hours, or quiet interventions
by colleagues that actually yot the project across the line.
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This chapter tuins that personal story into a grounded, provisional manual to guide practical
working arrangements.

From Identity to Rigorous Observation

Academic research into Person—-Environment (P-E) Fit explores the interaction between
individual characteristics and work environments. In a comprehensive review, van Vianen noted
mixed empirical support across core fit propositions. It is an oversimplification to explain every
workplace breakdown as an environmental mismatch, or tc promise that redesigning
conditions will eliminate every capability deficit. Within this manual, fit serves as a diagncstic
lens for calibrating working conditions, not an excuse that absolves leaders of personai
accountability.

Document what you achieve, under what conditions, at what cognitive cost, and with what
consequences for the wider team.

e Compare meetings with structured pre-reads to those where complex data is
introduced live.

e Compare early-morning planning to sessions held after four consecutive client
meetings.

e Ambiguity may fuel your thinking during early-stage strategy, yet disrupt your execution
when managing a compliance audit.

Look for repeated behavioral patterns across tasks, while leaving room for everyday
fluctuaticns that have no deeper explanation and require no structural intervention. The goal is
smarter decisions about the design of work, not continuous self-absorption.

What Each Perspective Can Reveal

You have access to internal ¢iata that colleagues cannot observ&: your preparatory effort,
internal self-doubt, and th< energy required to maintain focus. Conversely, colleagues
experience downstream impacts you cannot see. They know whether your instructions were
actionable, whether your decisions arrived in time, and how much rework was requirec after
you left the room. Tangible work artefacts—such as meeting minutes, system error logs, and
delivery milestones—provide an objective baseline to test both viewpoints. Neith<r source of
insight should be granted absolute authority in advance.

In a major meta-analysis, Heidemeier and Moser found only modest statistical agreement
between self-evaluations and supervisory ratings of job performance, with self-ratings
consistently skewed higher. This finding reinforces the need to corapare divergent
perspectives; it does not mean supervisory evaluations are aLitomatically objective. Different
observers witness different aspects of work and apply different expectations. In your manual,
keep the source of eacih observation transparent rather than blending them into an abstract

W)
Ju



The Spiky Leader: Neurodiversity, Resnonsibility, and the Design of Collective Capability Eric Michot

composite score.

Three Windows onto How You Work

Asscmble your manual by looking threugh three distinct windows:

WINDOW 1:
4 SUBJECTIVE EXPERIEI‘@%
paration, cognitive fx&ttlon, recovery.

e e

: Q) "
WINDOW 2: WI |

| |1

| WORK ARTEF:ggﬁ? | | WILLING CODLEAGUE FEEDBACK |
| Outputs, decisiol logged, | | Clarity, handoffs, downstream|
| |

error rates, rework loops. | recovery labour absorbed. E.
?\

N A

1. Your Subjective Experience: Captures the cognitive effort, focus, and recovery time
tehind the work.

2. Concrete Work Artefacts: Shows the verifiable output: what decicions were logged,
what deliverables were finalized, and what rework was requiredi.

3. Willing Colleague Feedteark: Details how others receive the work: clarity of handoffs,
predictability of communication, and the hidden recovery effort required downstream.

Where these three persgectives diverge, ask whether they capture different stages of the
workflow or apply different standards of evaluation.

Daniel can document his insight regarding the hicden dependency. The project action log
shows an unresolved question on staffing. Amina’s feedback highlights the missed opportunity
to evaluate operational capacity.

This combined evidence shows how to move forward: preserve Daniel's strategic insight, but
adjust the review format so operational constraints are reviewed bevore plans are finalized. It
also identifies an operational discipline Daniel must own: pausing 10 verify what decision has
been made before assuming his insight is ready to be executzd.

Qrz
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Colleague Feedback as Operational Evidence

Treat other people's perspectives as empir.cal evidence to be investigated, n.t as an
unchallengeable verdict.

It colleagues describe you as withdrawn in meetings, investigate the specific context and its
impact. An inference that you lack confidence may be incorrect; the behaviour might reflect
cognitive processing, exhaustion, or ambiguity about your role.

Equally, if a team merr.ber experiences your communication as dismissive, do not dismiss their
feedback simply bazause you had no hurtful intent. Ask what specific behaviour you displayed,
and how it affected their psychological safety ana ability to contribute.

Ask questions that invite concrete examples:

e "Can you point to a recent meating where my input helped unblock a complex
problem?"

e "Can you point to a situztion where my working approach unintentionally slowed your
delivery down?"

e "What specific environmental conditions were present in both instances?”

Ask about a recent, bounded operational event rather than requesting an abstract evaluzation
of your personaiity. A colleague's observation that you interrupt more quickly once ycu have
made up your mind is an actionable behavioursi data point. Even if you disagree with their
psycholcaical explanation, the relational impact they describe is real and warrants attention.

The Ethics of Seeking Feedback

This dynamic requires care from cenior leaders. An executive may >siieve they are inviting an
open, vulnerable exchange, while the colleague across the table i3 calculating the career risk of
candour. A leader asks, "What is it like to work alongside me?" with sincere curiosity, but the
direct report hears, "Rate the person who determines your compensation.”

The more positional power you hold, the more careful you must be about mistaking potite
silence for operational health.

For this reason, feedback for your manual wiust come from willing colleagues. Create
environments where team members can decline without penalty, respond asynchronously in
writing, or contribute via structured feedback mechanisms.

You are not running an internai investigation where colleagues are compelled to testify. You are
seeking to improve the quaiity of your operational data while respecting their time and safety.
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Output, Effort, and the Hidden Costs of Performance

Two executives can deliver identical strategic presentations at very different 'yuman costs.

o0

One prepares in two hours, presents comfortably, and transitions immediately to their
next commitment.

e The other rehearses across the preceding weekend, experiences intense anxiety, and
requires half a day of quiet recovery to be functional.

The visible outputs acpear identical, but the personal costs differ significantly. High cognitive
effort can reflect = izarning curve, an expensive comtensatory routine, an unaccommaaated
environment, or simply the normal demands of senior work. Document these dynamics to
understand vour capacity, without assuming that high effort equates to low competence.

v,

Q
LEADER A: SUSTAINABLE CAPACIR§§ LEADER B: HIDB§a~SYSTEHIC TAX
I—éb_l
| Output: 98-minute boa Ndeck
| Prep: 2 hours N

| Dutput:\\Q\B—minute board deck |
| Prep: 14 hours across weekend |

|
| Recovery: 8 hours | ] Recovery: 6 hours exhaustion
|

| Impact: Sustainable cadence

2\ A

lklmpact: Unreported burnout <<¢

A polishec! output can also conceal significany support provided by colleagues. An executive
assistant might quietly re-order conflicting priorities, track missing documentation, and remind
an executive of promises before they lapse.

These interventions represent skilied, legitimate executive support However, the capacity,
time, and emotional energy required to sustain them must be made visible. An executive
workflow that relies on la*e: nights or continuous rescue work by colleagues is an operational
failure waiting to happen as organizational responsibilities grow.

Keep the value of an output distinct from the effort required to produce it. A hard-won skill
remains valuable even if it takes significant energy to maintain; conversely, a task that feels
easy is not sutomatically useful to the business.

Record preparatory time, active effort, and cognitive recovery using simple descriptions. Track
what other work was delayed and whether colleagues provided unbudgeted assistance. The
goal is an honest baseline of operational capacity, not an energy score to compare leaders
against one another.

Conditions as Working Hypotheses
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A personal working preference should not be mistaken for an immutable design requirement. If
you believe written pre-reads are essential to your performance, observe whici: tasks improve
and which run smoothly without them. Yo may find that advance reading is essential for
evaluating complex financial models, but unnecessary for operational check-ins.

That specificity gives your team vractical flexibility, rather than imposing a blanket rule that
everything must be written down. It also helps you separate an environmental adjustment from
a skill that needs development, or a duty that requires a different approach.

There is an important boundary to this experimental process. An individual with an estabiished
disability accommodation already possesses the evidence required to request support; they
are not expecied to recreate avoidable failure to validate this manual.

This framework is an operational learning aid, not an eligibility hurdle or medical assessment.
Keep personal medical details private unless you choose to share them fa: a clear operational
reason. A team needs to know that key decisions must be documentedci in writing, not the
clinical background behind that ireed.

Cognitive Variability is Operational Data

A sound manual leaves room for normal human variaticr.. Sleep, physical health, overall
workload, familiarity, and competing priorities all shar2 performance. Day-to-day varizkiiity
does not prove =n absence of capability or a lack 5t professional discipline.

Examine inconsistency when it becomes a recurring pattern that impacts delivery. Avoid
continuous self-surveillance; you need enough operational data to make practical adjustments,
not an exhaustive diary of every hour.

Suppose your strategic decisici-making remains consistent throughout a long day, but your
capture of commitments drcgs significantly following back-to-back meetings. That insight
suggests a targeted opei=tional fix: log commitments immediately during the session, and
schedule a five-minute pause between meetings to review them. If follow-through continues
to falter across all settings, explore other root causes. Track what changes when outcarines
vary, and adopt the intervention that restores dependability at an acceptable cost to the team.

Tool 3: The Cognitive Operatingi Manual (Version 0.1)

Anchor your manual in the recurring responsibility you examined in your Contribution and
Friction Map, expanding to other settings only when doing so changes an operational
agreement.

Assign your manual a date and version number. For each entry, capture:

L)
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e Your evidenced contribution and operational consequences.

e Observable friction, personal effort, and supporting conditions.

e A clear counterexample where the pattern varied.

s A proposed operational respense, clear ownership, and a defined review date.

Distinguish between your private reflections and shared operational details. Your private notes
may include reflections on stress, health factors, or emerging hypotheses you are not ready to
share. The shared entry must contain only what the team requires to collaborate: the agreed
working conditions, delivery commitments, shared interfaces, and review dates. Only incluae
attributable colleague feedback with their explicit consent.

The manual serves to enable clean collaboration, not to create a personal dossier or force
personal cisclosure.

Worked Example: The Cognitive Operating Manual

Manual Dimension

Operational Situation

Evidenced

Contribution

Observabls tvidence

Effort and Friction

Conditions & Exception

Proposed Response

Ownershin “ Review

What to Observe

Information
Boundaries

Operational Application (Fictional Daniel Scenatio, v0.1)

trategic project reviews; dependency mapping and sequence
planning.

Surfaces systemic dependencias and critical path vulnerabilities
before commitments are locked.

Self: Identified modei ilaw. Artefact: Staffing unresolved. Colleague:
Delivery risks cut off.

Complex synthesis requires high concentration; :v:oving straight to
solutions obscures delivery limits.

48-rour pre-read helps; rapid verbal synthesis worked in a past
crisis, so speed itself is not the flaw.

Present dependencies as hypotheses; invite operational pushback;
confirm ownership before ciosing.

Daniel owns pausing fr responses; chair owns recording <lecisions;
review after two pioject cycles.

Actions usable by delivery teams; unresolved decisions flagged;
balance of prep vs review effort.

Share operational commitments; keep parsonal cognitive fatigue
notes private.
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The Manuai Must Drive Behavioural Change

Every entry in your manual should point tc an observable behavioural adjustrnent.

o0

If advance documentation imnroves your analytical contribution, request it for a

specific recurring governance meeting.

e |f you jump to solutions too quickly, practice summarising the operational constraints
voiced by others before proposing an action.

e [f a task runs smoothly without your preferred con~itions, investigate that

counterexampie rather than ignoring it.

The manual shculd sharpen how you engage witt your work, helping you spot when a
preferred exoianation is incorrect.

There is an important counterexample to the assumption that adjusting the environment is
always the solution. Suppose an executive makes recurring errors in cornplex financial reviews
across both quiet and noisy environments, with and without advance documentation, while
colleagues point to unfamiliarity with standard corporate finance principles. Further
experimentation with lightirig, focus time, or meeting design simply delays the appropriate
response: technical training, closer supervision, or narrowing their sign-off authority until their
competence is proven.

Environmental 2design and individual competence i>oth matter. A rigorous manual highlights
what needs to be learned just as clearly as what needs to be adapted.

Reader Action: Drafting Your Version 0.1

fortnight. Where practical and troportionate, seek concrete feedback from two willing
colleagues who interact with: different stages of the work.

Explain how you intend to use their feedback, and give them space to decline. Where power
dynamics might compromise candour, use existing institutional feedback channels; never
promise an anonymity you cannot guarantee. Add a second operational scenario only i it
brings to light a genuinely different set of working conditions.

At the end of the fortnight, compare the accounts instead of averaging them into a generic
score:

e Where do your personal experience, the work artefacts, and your colleagues'
perspectives align?
e Where do they describe different aspects of the sami= operational event?
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For an entry wiiere the data remains ambiguous, run a second trial or test a targeted
behavioural change. Evaluate the manual by whether it enables you to make maie precise
operational decisions, clarify unresolved (;uestions, and own your impact on colleagues.
Reaching consensus among observers s helpful, but improving the quality of the work is what
matters.

The Ownership Question

Discovering that an operational task is difficult for your ccgnitive profile does not decide what
to do about it. You may need professional development, an environmental adjustment, a
structured routine, administrative support, or an hcnest reassessment of the role itselt.
Essential responsibilities may still require more eftort from you than from a peer.

The ownership question is this: Are you using this operational insight to meet your
responsibilities more reliably, or are you expecting colleagues to absorb te friction without
agreement?

Keep your manual provisional. it captures what the evidence indicates, under specific
conditions, at a given cognitive cost, and with clear operational uncertainties noted. It is neither
a fixed list of entitlements nor a claim that capability is static.

Chapter 4 turns to the next step: designing working riythms that make your contribution
sustainable, whiie preserving the access, responsiveness, and decisions your team needs to
deliver.

Chapter 4: Designing Sustainable Workirgy Rhythms

Sara, the director of a small protessional services firm, protects 7:00 to 11:00 each morning for
analytical work after a fortnight of severely fragmented days. She disables notifications, closes
her door, and finishes a <onsequential commercial proposal that she had previously carried
home into the evenings. To Sara, the quieter block feels like an unqualified breakthrough.

Thabo, her operations manager, experiences thcse same two hours very differently. Client
approvals 2ccumulate in an unattended inbox. The team administrator fields urgent phone calls
without the authority to decide them. A key client with an operational exception is left waiting
because nobody in the office knows whether their issue qualifies as an emergency permitted
to breach Sara’s focus block.

This scenario is fictional, but the operational dilemma is familiar. Sara has observed a promising
personal result, but she has not designed a working agreement. Thabo needs timely decisions
to keep client commitments moving; Sara needs sufficient cognitive continuity to examine
complex, high-stakes material. Their organisation has no Chief of Staff and no spare

2
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administrative capacity to act as a full-time gatekeeper. Any sustainable arrangement must be
simple to maintain, explicit about delegated decision thresholds, and realistic atout the
workload it transfers to colleagues.

Krizwing how you work best does ricit guarantee that your preferred conditions fit your role. A
sustainable rhythm must be tested against your actual operational responsibilities—most
notably your responsibilities to other people. Its success is measured not merely by what you
produce at your desk, but by whether that output can be sustained without creating hidden
rescue work for your feam.

This chapter guides you through a structured, low-iisk process: change one condition, observe
the comparative output and effort, evaluate the systemic consequences for colleagues, and
establish an explicit working agreement before turning an appealing personal preference into
an organisational constraint.

The Fragmentation of a Working Day

A typical morning can contain relentless activity yet almost no continuity. A leader opens a
complex strategic documeiit, interrupts it to answer a routine approval, attends a brief check-in
meeting, and returns to their desk having to reconstruct their train of thought from scratch.
Before that mental reconstruction is complete, another call arrives.

The critical queston is not whether the day was interrupted, but what was interrupted, why,
and what it cost to resume. Some exchanges agiiver vital information that prevents costly
downstream rework; others could easily wait several hours without compromising
performance. Effective rhythm design distinguishes between these two categories by
examining task dependencies and real consequences, rather than treating all interruptions as
unmitigated evils.

Switching is Work Too

Experimental research by Sophie Leroy examined the phenomenon of attention residue: the
cognitive reality where thoughts about a prior, unfinished task persist and occupy workiing
memory long after switching to a new one. While these findings urge us to take transitions
seriously, they do not prescribe a universal daily schedule, nor do they prove that every leader
requires ah identical block of uninterrupted Guiet. Rather, they provide an empiiical reason to
examine task sequencing in your specific environment—particularly when incomplete
obligations continue to drain your focus during subsequent interactions.

A diary containing eight hours of meetings is not just eight hours of talking; it is eight distinct
transitions between different Geople, subjects, stakes, and emaiional demands. A difficult
performance conversation followed immediately by a capita! expenditure review creates a
severe cognitive and ¢motional transition. Two related operational reviews scheduled
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back-to-back irnpose a far lighter switching penalty. For some leaders, rapid transitions are
manageable; for others, a planned five-minute interval to capture actions, clear working
memory, and reorient is essential to mairiaining sound judgement. That trainsition time is not
wastad space; it is work, and it must be accounted for within your total capacity rather than
imported from another executive’s icealised routine.

Focus is Not the Same as Isolation

Protecting attention improves demanding intellectual wor¥, but accessibility and
responsiveness remain core leadership functions. Teams depend on leaders for timely
decisions, contexital guidance, and intervention wher live events outstrip existing policy. Deep
analytical immersion suits a complex proposal review; it is an operational failure during a live
service braakdown.

The objective is to distinguish clearly between work that demands sustaircd cognitive
continuity and work where responsiveness takes priority, and then maicc that distinction
operational for the people who raiy on you.

ISOLATION vs. BUUNDEQ:‘FDCUS

- e

Unilate@¥~Iso'Lation Bouv@& Working Agreement

. No\g@?ﬁcations off silently - Focus windows published in advance

» Colleagues guess urgency » Explicit interruption cxiteria agreed
» Bottlenecks at leader'siesk « Defined decision aut!@%ity delegated

« Hidden rescue work Fopb@-taff « Predictable respog@b/queue established

ﬁ&—\e—

Sara’s quiet morning block cannot be evaluated in isolation from the workflow around her. \f an
urgent client issue arises and no one else has the authority to act, her unavailability sinciy
transfers the crisis onto her team. Conversely, if rcutine administrative queries car: vsait two
hours without client detriment, constant ad-hce interruptions represent an undisciplined habit
rather thai an operational necessity.

Betore locking the door, ask:

e What genuinely requires a decision right now?
e What can wait for a giredictable, scheduled response window without harm?
e What can a colleague legitimately decide if given clear boundaries and authority?
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Designing the Escalation Threshold

A protected focus window requires an agreed, transparent interruption route. A viable
agreement defines:

1. The Interruption Threshold: Which specific circumstances warrant immediate access
(e.g., physical safety, time-critical client breakdowns, decisions exceeding delegated
financial or policy limits)?

2. The Decision Owner: Who determines whether an incoming issue meets that threshola’

3. The Contact Channel: Exactly how the leader wil! ce reached when the threshold is
crossed (e.q., a direct phone call, while all other channels remain silent).

Routine querizs and approvals are directed to a predictable response window later in the day.
Crucially, these boundaries must be co-designed with the colleagues who will use them. An
escalation route that exists only in the leader’s imagination protects nobody

In Sara’s business, a shorter morniri¢; block—perhaps forty-five to sixty minutes—may succeed
if Thabo is formally authorised ‘o approve standard variations and knows the precise threshold
for contacting her. If routine approvals remain an emergency solely because Sara is the sole
signatory, the operational bottleneck is not an interruption problem; it is an authority problem.

Conversely, for a leader managing a high-frequency control room or live crisis response. iong
periods of unavailability are inherently inappropriate, regardless of how well an escalciion
protocol is written. Rhythms must serve operational realities, not executive preferences.

Pulsea Focus: A Working Hypothesis

Pulsed focus offers a practical arrangement to test: a defined period ~t concentrated effort on
a high-demand task, followed bv deliberate action capture, and cchciuding with a predictable
window of team accessibility.

It is important to be clear about what pulsed focus is: it is a practical operational design, not a
clinical prescription or a universally superior schedule for neurodivergent professionals. A
forty-five-minute pulse may be ideal for drafting a strategy document, yet completely
unnecessary or disruptive for managing ongoing client relationships. Match the interval to the
nature of t«.c task and your operating depenazncies, and treat the first month as an empirical
trial.

Deiine the exact outcome the pulse is intended to improve. If the problem is that you
repeatedly re-read the same complex document without retaining i, evaluate progress against
the quality of the finished anaivsis, the effort required, and the timely availability of decisions to
your colleagues. Measuring rninutes spent sitting at a desk proves nothing. A focus block that
produces a brilliant rerxort while imposing an unresourcea ccreening burden on an
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administrator is an organisational failure and requires redesign.

Sensory Demands are Work Damands

Arncient noise, harsh or flickering lighting, physical movement, temperature fluctuations, visual
ciutter, and the density of interperconal contact all consume cognitive bandwidth. The extent to
which these environmental condaitions deplete an individual varies widely from person to
person; they cannot be reliably inferred from a diagnostic label.

In a 2025 systematic raview of workplace accommodaticns for autistic employees, Heinze
documented a wi-ie array of environmental and orgznisational adjustments, while carefuiily
highlighting meihodological variations and limitaticns across the available literature. The
research ofiers valuable possibilities to explore, rather than an off-the-shelf sensory template
or a guaranteed productivity dividend. Any findings must be interpreted through the specific
realities of leadership work.

When testing sensory adjustments:

e Compare like with like: Observe the same type of task under different physical
conditions, noting the effect on cognitive fatigue as well as output.

e Do not withhold established support: If an accommodation is already known to prevent
distress or exhaustion (such as noise-cancelliriy headphones in an open-plan
enviroririent), maintain it; do not withdraw necessary adjustments simply to
manufacture a baseline for an audit.

e \zlue strain reduction: A leader may achieve identical output under noisy and quiet
conditions, but at vastly different costs in exhaustion. Reducing internal friction is an
entirely valid objective in itself; it does not need to justify itself trrough immediate
productivity gains.

Recovery as Operational Capacity

Recovery belongs in your objective assessment of capacity. The work that immediately
precedes a task profoundly shapes the cognitive quality you bring to it.

A contentiouss disciplinary hearing takes the same sixty minutes on a calendar as en operational
update, but ieaves a vastly different cognitive residue. If a leader steps directly irom an
emotiorally intense negotiation into a muiti-million-rand capital allocation review, their diary
may appear efficient while their executive judgement is compromised.

Notice these sequence effects during your working week before ¢:oncluding that
mid-afternoon lapses in focuic reflect a personal failure of discipline or stamina.

A planned transition might take five or ten minutes:
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e Writing down immediate actions so they do not linger in working memory.
e Stepping away from the screen, walking outside, or changing physical environments.
e Having a glass of water or food, ¢i spending a brief interval without conversation.

Trese are experiments to evaluate, not an inflexible ritual. If your required workload
consistently leaves no margin for basic cognitive recovery between high-stakes tasks, the
problem cannot be resolved by breathing exercises; it requires an honest examination of the
workload itself, executive capacity, and administrative support. A sustainable rhythm cannot
depend on an unspoken expectation that leaders spend iheair personal evenings and weekzarids
recovering from unsustainable working days.

Sustainabie Does Not Mean Comforiable

Designing for sustainability does not mean insulating yourself from challenge or pressure.
Leadership frequently demands operating with incomplete information, working through
emergencies, and remaining present during demanding, prolonged orguanizational events.

The design question is whether the emergency has become the permanent operating model. If
every project deadline depends on frantic late-night sprints, loss of sleep, and team heroics,
the work cannot be evaluated by the deadline alone. Six weeks of impressive delivery follow-4
by two weeks of illness, burnout, or operational errors in week seven is an unsustainable
system.

Extend your evaluation horizon:

e Can this weekly rhythm be repeated fifty weeks a year without physical or relational
collapse?

e What recovery is required *o sustain it?

e Who absorbs the fallout when capacity inevitably dips?

Some structural misalignnients cannot be solved by better scheduling. They require
fundamental changes to team capacity, staffing, delegated decision rights, or role scope. A
sustainable design confronts these realities rather than masking them behind individuzi strain.

An Evidence Note on Attention

A visible: working pattern does not reveal its underlying neurological mechanism. MacDonald
and colleagues' review cautions against reductive "dopamine-deficit" narratives of
Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), noting that while dopamine systems are
deeply involved and pharmacological treatments remain clinically valuable, the complete
neurobiological reality is far nwore complex.

Similarly, Fuermaier ana colleagues found that while adults with ADHD frequently report
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substantial subjective difficulties in the workplace, standard neuropsychological test scores do
not neatly predict who struggles with specific job functions. Laboratory tests ci% not capture
the messy realities of executive functionii g in an organisation.

Netther study tells us why a specific icader misses a reporting deadline or proves that a specific
schedule will work. Rather than atiributing every operational struggle to biochemistry or moral
character, observe what happens during the work itself. How do tasks get initiated, deferred,
switched, and completed? How does a looming deadline alter attention and displace other
priorities?

Focus on the practical, observable systemic question: Which structural arrangement allows you
to deliver youir essential responsibilities reliably, at an acceptable cognitive cost to yourself and
your colleaques?

The Two-Week Work and Effort Audit

Select one specific working change to test over a fortnight. Ensure that essential operational
responsibilities remain fully cevered throughout the trial.

e Week 1 (Baseline Observation): Observe your current working rhythm. Record tasks,
output, subjective effort, and any friction points experienced by yourself or your
colleagues. (Do not withdraw existing suppor* or accommodations to create ar artificial
baseline).

e Week 2 (The Trial Arrangement): Introciuice your single agreed change (e.g., testing a
4%-minute focus block with an agreed escalation protocol, introducing a 10-minute
capture transition after executive meetings, or establishing a published 14:00 approval
window). Keep other operational variables as consistent as reasonably possible.

Audit Preparation Checklist

Before beginning the two-week period, define:

1. The Task and Intended Benefit: Which high-demand responsibility are you testing, and
what improvement do you anticipate?

2. The Minimum Standard: What quality, timaiiness, and volume must be maintained?

3. Coliczague Access and Safeguards: Who will handle routine queries during your trial,
witat authority do they have, and haw do genuinely urgent exceptions reach you?

4 Predefined Stop Criteria: What observable consequence will cause you to pause or
adjust the trial immediately (e.g., an urgent client matter delay=d beyond two hours; an
administrative assistant overwhelmed with triage; essentiai reporting slipping behind
schedule)?

Interpreting the Findings

4/
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At the end of tire fortnight, compare Week 1 and Week 2 against your predetermined
standards:

e (lear Candidate to Retain: Output meets or exceeds standards, internal cognitive effort
or fatigue is noticeably reduczd, and colleagues report smooth or improved
coordination.

e Equally Valid Result: Output remains identical, but the strain, anxiety, or post-task
exhaustion required to achieve it drops significantly. Sustainability is a legitimate
strategic outcome; support arrangements do no* need to generate surplus productivity
to be justifieci.

e Candidate Tor Redesign or Rejection: The cihange improved your personal focus, but
causz1 operational delays, customer frustration, or displaced unplanned work onto
colicagues. The audit has succeeded if it prevents a flawed personal habit from being
codified into team policy.

rrom Personal Rhythm to feam Agreement

When an experimental rhythr nroves sustainable, formalise it into an explicit, transparent
working agreement with your team.

Y
ANATOMY OF A TEAQ?Q.EGREEHENT «?‘
& N &
1.&?% Purpose QQ
A\Q"why this block exists (e.g., commercial risk analysis).

&
2. Predictable Availability \><2)

When routine de@isions and sign-offs wik¥ be processed.

&Vy N\
. Delegatecu&ope
What colleagues are authorised to decide independently. Qﬁ
¢ S

4. The Urgent Escalation RouteQ s
e exact threshold and &lﬁ’nnel for immediate contﬁ%t.

|
|
|
& l
|
|

N\
Y
v
& 5. Review Date & Feedback Channel
A set time to evaluate team friction and adjust.

Because leaders hold pcsitional authority, an unstated personal preference quickly hardens into

o
CS
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an unspoken team constraint. Colleagues will often quietly absorb inconvenience or work
overtime rather than challenge a leader's calendar block.

Actively invite feedback. Ensure that whicever provides cover during youi focus intervals has
explicit, agreed capacity and formal authority, rather than an informa! expectation to shoulder
extra stress. Review the agreemsnt whenever team composition, operational volume, or
strategic priorities shift. An arrangement that works during quiet planning periods may collapse
during a project launch.

Sara and Thabo: Putiing the Agreement into Practice
Returning to our opening scenario: Sara and Thabc astablish an explicit working agreement.
Sara schedules a forty-five-minute review block on three mornings per week.

e Before the block begins: Sara reviews the operational queue and clears routine items.

e Delegated Authority: Thabo is formally authorised to approve service variations up to a
specified financial limit. Routine items exceeding that limit wait for Sara’s 11:30 response
window, which remains ‘a'zil within their published client service timeframe.

e Administrative Safeguard: The team administrator directs incoming requests to the
scheduled 11:30 queue using a simple script, relieving them of the burden of evaluating
client urgency on the fly.

e The Escalation Path: If a client issue threatens service continuity, involves health and
safety, or exceeds Thabo's delegated limit with a hard deadline under an hour. Thabo
calls Sara's mobile directly.

During the second week, a major client demands an out-of-scope contract adjustment within
thirty minutes. Thabo immediately calls Sara. Sara pauses her analysis, liciens to the concise
brief, makes the commercial decision, and notes her train of thought %.efore hanging up.

She returns to her document. Crucially, this interruption is hanced without resentment or
drama; it represents legitiniate, agreed operational escalation, not a "failed" focus session. At
their Friday review, both confirm that the proposal met its submission standard and that client
service standards were upheld without shifting administrative burdens onto staff.

The Ownsrship Question
As you review your two-week audit, ask tha central ethical question of leadership design:

Dces this working arrangement help me fulfil my responsibilities more reliably, or does it make
my role easier for me by making it quietly harder for someone else?

Trade-offs are inevitable. In:oducing a minor, predictable delay for routine internal approvals is
an entirely reasonable organisational trade-off if it prevents multi-million-rand errors in
strategic documents. However, that exchange must be transparent, bounded, proportionate,

Y
~
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and agreed upcn by everyone affected, rather than buried in someone else’s evening workload.

Record your decision in your Cognitive Onerating Manual: retain, revise, or stop. Document the
evidence and operational reasons clearly.

This chapter concludes Part | of The Spiky Leader. You now have the initial foundations of a
personal operating manual: an unvarnished audit of leadership assumptions, an objective map
of your contributions and cognitive friction, and empirical evidence from a structured work
experiment.

Keep your private veflections separate from the opeirational agreements you publish. I Part I,
we turn outwazrii: translating these internal insights into robust, mutually accountable
agreements of responsibility and support with your organisation, board, and teams.

Research and Source Notes

The following sources inform the empirical statements in Part I. Fictional scenarios, practical
diagnostic tools, and proposec frameworks represent applied mar.agement models and should
not be interpreted as validatead clinical interventions. Research regarding specific diagnostic
populations must never be used to make sweeping assumptions about an individual leader's
capabilities or limitations.

e [1] UK Civit Service. (2015). Civil Service Leadership Statement. Cabinet Office.
https://iwww.gov.uk/government/publicaiions/civil-service-leadership-statement/civil-se
rvice-leadership-statement

e 7] US Office of Personnel Management. Executive Core Qualifications and Selection
Process. OPM.gov. Provides a useful operational counterweight to rigid competency
profiles: candidates demceistrate executive breadth without being required to embody
every micro-competency equally.
https://www.opm.agv/policy-data-oversight/senior-executive-service/selection-process
[

e [3] Cope, R., & Remington, A. (2022). The Strengths and Abilities of Autistic People it the
Workplace. Autism in Adulthood, 4(1), 22-31. https://doi.org/10.108%9/aut.2021.0037

e [4] Bury, S. M., Hedley, D., Uljarevic, M., & Gai, E. (2020). The autism advantage: at work: A
critical and systematic review of currerit evidence. Research in Developrriental
Disabilities, 105, 103750. https://doi org/10.1016/).ridd.2020.103750

¢ [5] Rafael, R. B., Jia, H., Rouel, M., Wootton, B. M., & Mitchison, D. (2026). Attention
Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD)-Related Strengths in Adults: A Scoping Review.
Journal of Attention Disorders, 30(10), 1207-1232.
https://doi.org/10.1177/10870547261425737

e [6] Majeed, N. M., Hartanto, A., & Tan, J. J. X. (2021). Davelopmental dyslexia and
creativity: A mecta-analysis. Dyslexia, 27(2), 187-203. https://doi.org/10.1002/dys. 1677

n
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e [7] Lauder, K., McDowall, A., & Tenenbaum, H. R. (2022). A systematic review of
interventions to support adults with ADHD at work—Implications from the paucity of
context-specific research for theory and practice. Frontiers in Psychiology, 13, 893469.
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyq.20.22.893469

e [8]van Vianen, A. E. M. (2012). Person—-Environment Fit: A Review of Its Basic Tenets.
Annual Review of Orgarizational Psychology and Organizational Behavior, 5, 75-101.
https://doi.org/10.1146é/annurev-or. h-032117-104702

e [9] Heidemeier, H., & Moser, K. (2009). Self-other agreement in job performance ratings:
A meta-analytic test of a process model. Journa! ot Applied Psychology, 94(2), 352 -370.
https://doi.0rg/10.1037/0021-2010.94.2.353

e [10] Lercy, S. (2009). Why is it so hard to d> my work? The challenge of attention residue
when switching between work tasks. Organizational Behavior and Human Decision
Processes, 109(2), 168-181. Demonstrates that attention residue persists across task
switches; does not prescribe a universal block length.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.0bhd)z.2009.04.002

e [11] Heinze, C. (2025). Workplace Accommodations and Emgloyment Outcomes Among
Employees With Autisrin: A Systematic Review. Cureus, 17(12), €99353. Published 16
December 2025. Synthesises environmental and procedural accommodations while
examining evidence strength. https://doi.org/10.775%/cureus.29353

e [12] MacDonald, H. J., Kleppe, R., Szigetvari, P. 5 . & Haavik, J. (2024). The dopamine
hypothesis for ADHD: An evaluation of evidence accumulated from human stuaies and
animai imiodels. Frontiers in Psychiatry, 15, 1492126. Highlights multi-system
neurobiology beyond simple dopamine deficiency models.
htps://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt.2024.1492126

e [13] Fuermaier, A. B. M., Tucha, L., Butzbach, M., Weisbrod, M., Ascienbrenner, S., &
Tucha, O. (2021). ADHD at the workplace: ADHD symptoms, dicgnostic status, and
work-related functioning. Journal of Neural Transmission, 128(7), 1021-1031. Examines
the divergence betwe<n subjective workplace strain ana clinical neuropsychological

testing. https://dci.»irg/10.1007/s00702-021-02309-2

Part |: Practical Diagnostic Instruments & Worksheets

These diagriostic instruments are designed fo: structured self-observation and collaborative
agreement design. They do not establish rinedical diagnoses, determine legal entitlements to
acca:nimodation, or calculate leadership competency scores. Always keep your private working
reflections separate from the operational agreements you publish for colleagues.

Form 1: Leadership Assumption Audit

Dimension Diagnostic Prompt & Record
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https://www.google.com/search?q=https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.94.2.353
https://www.google.com/search?q=https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.94.2.353
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.obhdp.2009.04.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.obhdp.2009.04.002
https://doi.org/10.7759/cureus.99353
https://www.google.com/search?q=https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt.2024.1492126
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https://www.google.com/search?q=https://doi.org/10.1007/s00702-021-02309-z
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Responsibility Examined

Obzervable Behaviour

Operational Standard

Current Impact

Alternative &
Counterexample

Disconfirming Evidence

Authority & Governance

Post-Review Vaiaqict

Which specific role expectation or unwritten leadership norm
are you evaluating?

What exact behaviour is conventionally expectad (e.g.,
immediate Slack responses, constant physical presence,
uninterrupted camera time)?

What real outcome must occur, to what quality standard, and by
when?

What happens when this expectation is strictly adhered to, or
when it is missed? Who is affected?

What alternative working method could deliver the same core
standard? In what situation would that alternative completely
fail?

What concrete operational outcome during a trial would lead
vou to abandon this alternative and retain the original method?

Who must authorise this trial? Who owns the process, and on
what date will it be formally reviewed?

[ ] Retain Original Star2ard [ ] Formalise Alternative [ ]
Redesign Trial
Operational rationale:

Form 2: Contribution anc Friction Map

Map one recurring leadershin situation to distinguish your genuirie value from predictable

friction.

e Recurring Situation: (Name the task, context, and a specific recent example)

e High-Value Contribution: (What specific i:sight, direction, or synthesis do vou provide
that =nables others to progress?)

e Supporting Evidence: (Cite a datea work output, project milestone, or verified
stakeholder feedback; separate your own perception from external evidence)

e Predictable Friction: (What aspects of this task become cconitively draining, delayed, or

unreliable?)

e Operating Conditicns: (What environmental factors, *ime pressures, or sensory
demands aggrzvate or alleviate this friction?)
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e Systemic Consequences: (What is the actual impact on your effort, delivery timelines,
and the colleagues dependent on this work?)

e Exceptions & Anomalies: (When did this recurring friction fail to occur. or occur with
much less intensity? What was clifferent?)

e Focus of Next Inquiry: (What single question or variable will you examine in your
Cognitive Operating Mar:.ual?)

Form 3: Cognitive Operating Manual (Provisional Working Profile)
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@‘tected Area of Respunsibiliv\;@
A

&'ersion Date: Q‘ Review Date:

e el e o _____Q_\___ S e e e e e e S e e e

CORE CONTRIBUTION & EVIDENCE =y
+ Dbservable Value Delivered: <&
+ Evidence ﬁ@&amples (Dated Deliverables%}lutcumes):
X <

INTERHKVEFFGRT PROFILE (C[.NFIDENTIAL\V‘ PRIVATE REFLECTION)
. P13p, Tation Demands:
= Friction Points & Cognitive Load During the Task: <
* Post-Task Recovery Hequire&ants: \QDQ"

& Y
EXTERNAL OPERATIONAL AC I&T (TEAM & STAKEHOLDER PERSE ?IEVE}
+« What was delivered tQVEal'Leagues, and what did it ~e\1\ahle them to do?
+« Observed hottlenea‘i%, handoff delays, or coordination frictions:

Q§

ENVIRONMENTAL & SENSORY CONDITIONS \Q?
= Supportive Conditions (Lighting, noise, @equence, interval): Y
» Derailj Conditions (Unplanned canta{‘/&switches, open-ended meeti@'_g £
. {:ount@examples (When did you perfeﬁ;?well despite difficult cnnd&ions?):

v N
@SED WORKING RHYTHM & RETAINED ACCOUNTABILITIES
=>Proposed Structure / Adjustment: 4
» Non-Negotiable Operational Duties Retained by You:

<

'™ >
DELEGATED AUTHORITY & §RAM SAFEGUARDS <X
* Delegated Decisi&nﬁfights (Who can decide what&&your absence?):
« Interruption T shold & Urgent Escalation Route:

SHARING CHOICE A
* Publijhed Operational Agreement (Sh&ed with Team / Board):

Form 4: Two-Week Work and Effort Audit

Part A: Trial Setup & Boundary Definition
e Target Responsikitity:

(o)
T
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Trial Fortnight Dates: Week 1 (Baseline): to | Week 2 (Trial):
to

The Single Adjustment Tested: (e.g . 45-minute analytical pulse between 09:00 and

09:45 with notifications silencec)

Minimum Standard to Maintain: (Quality, turnaround times, and error rate)

Agreed Team Access: (Who decides routine issues: when is the response window; what
channel triggers an urgent interruption)

Explicit Stop Criteria: (What delay, error raie, or colleague feedback will trigger an
immediate halt to the trial)

Part B: Episode Log Sheet

{Copy and complete one log entry for each observed episode duririzj both weeks)

Observation Field Episode Record

Date & Specific Task

Operating Corriitions (Sensory environmer:t, prior task demands, interruptions.
staffing context)

Delivery Against Standard (Did the output meet the required standard on time? Note

discrepancies)

Subjective Effort & Fatigue (Scale 1-5 or descriptive: preparation ifort, focus quality,

nost-task drain)

Impact on Colleagues (Handoff delays, administrative triage burden, or improved
predictability)
Colleague Feedback (Direct feedback received from those coordinating with or

Part

covering for you)

—~

C: Fortnight Review & Formal Verdict

Synthesis of Evidence: (Compare Week 1vs Week 2 in terms «f output quality, cognitive
effort, and colleague impact)

Unresolved Ambiguitizs: (What external factors—e.g., unusual deadlines, sickness,
project phases—infiuenced the result?)

Formal Decisic.n:

(o)
(&t
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o [ ]RETAIN: Convert trial into a published Working Agreement.
o []REVISE: Modify interval, authority delegation, or escalation critcria and re-test.
o []STOP: The trial displaces unacceptable burden or failed pertormance
standards.
e Next Formal Review Date:
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Part Il: Own Your Impact

Part Il addresses how self-knowledge translates into a dependable, workirig relationship with
the people who rely on your output. An accurate understanding of your own strengths and
cognitive profile is only the startirg point. Colleagues and collaborators need operational
clarity: what you will deliver, the exact conditions and resources required to make that delivery
possible, and the protocol to follow when a commitment is at risk.

The central deliverab!e of this section is a bounded resprisibility and support agreement
focused on a single recurring duty, developed from the Cognitive Operating Manual introduced
inPart I.

Structure of Part I

e Chapter 5: Responsibility with Support establishes the architectura of the agreement,
defining non-delegable owr=rship, mutual commitments, ana structural safeguards.

e Chapter 6: Everyday Con ersations examines the practical aialogues and feedback
loops required to keep the agreement functional under real working conditions.

e Chapter 7: Presentation, Masking and Privacy addresses the strategic and personal
choices surrounding disclosure, professional persona, and psychological safety.

e Chapter 8: The Operating Routine details the cperational sequence from initial
committrient through execution, handoff, arid proactive repair.

Detailed .ommunication protocols or reliabiiity safeguards should be introduced only where
they recolve an observable, operational friction point. Private reflections on personal presence
and coping strategies should remain distinct from the shared operatior.ai agreement.

Context and Applicatior: Notes

e lllustrative Cases: Ali instructional scenarios in Part Il are fictional. Leila and Samuel
provide an ongcing case study across Chapters 5, 6, and 8; Nadia and Themba illustrate
a separate operational context. Additional examples are noted as they appear.

e Practical Tools: The included templates and icrms are designed as practical
coordination and professional developmerit aids, not clinical assessments or formal
diagnostic instruments.

o Reference Material: Numbered research notes corresponding to each chapter are
located following Chapter 8, followed by reproducible blank templates for institutional
or personal use.

57
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Chapter 5: Responsibility with Support

By Thursday afternoon, Leila has solvea the most difficult part of the procosal. She spotted that
tho client’s expansion plan rested on an unexamined assumption, worksd through a viable
commercial alternative, and persuaded the leadership team to reconsider its recommendation.
As programme director, she contributed precisely the strategic judgement the organisation
needed. She leaves the boardroom confident, expecting to finalise the submission the
following morning.

At the adjacent desk, Samuel sees unfinished work compounding. The pricing decision has not
been logged, two colleagues hold conflicting versions of the delivery schedule, and the client
expects a confirmed proposal before noon. Samuel begins piecing together what Leila agreed.
He sets aside his own planning duties and sends her a draft late that evening;, hoping for
approval before the deadline expires. This pattern has become habitual: colleagues refer to him
as the person who makes her ideas nappen, while the responsibilities for which he was actually
appointed remain neglected.

Leila and Samuel are fictional characters whose trajectory continues through Chapters 5, 6, and
8. Their dilemma highlights a frequent organisational dyr:amic: an exceptional, high-leverage
contribution followed by an uncertain handoff. A werkable agreement must position Leila’s
analytical strengths where they genuinely shape the outcome, while setting clean, explicit
boundaries around the downstream work each person carries.

1. Deconstructing the Difficulty

Constructive intervention begins with an objective account of what cccurred and who bore the
consequence. Leila committed ¢« deliver a revised proposal. Samuei reconstructed it without a
structured handoff, displacir.g nis own workload. Determining wnether Leila has a formal
clinical diagnosis is unnecessary to establish these working facts.
What is required is an accurate understanding of the breakdown from her perspective:

e Did chie genuinely lack calendar time?

e Was it unclear that the pricing model remained her decision?

e Did she experience executive-function friction when translei:ng a complex,
multi-variable debate into a linear written document?

Each scenario demandz a fundamentally different systemic adjustment.
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Core Principle: Personal responsibility includes requesting workable conditions, giving early
warning of risk, and actively participating in repair. It does not demand that a !eader deny
cognitive friction, accomplish every deiiverable unaided, or absorb blamiz for systemic failures.

If promised resources were withheld, an approver delayed an essential sign-off, or overall
volume was unmanageable, accountability must be evaluated across the entire working
system. Naming an owner provides operational clarity; it must never turn that individual into a
scapegoat for conditions beyond their control. Furtherr >re, workplace dignity and access do
not depend on dernonstrating an extraordinary, compensating gift. A leader may offer steady,
unexceptional contributions and still require deliberate scaffolding.

2. The Triad: Amplify, Architect, and Own

To structure a dependable workflow, ahply the three lenses introduced in Part | to the single
responsibility:

AMPLIFY <\
Isolate ghe high-leverage cnﬂtrihut\izp% worth backing
A%

S N I\ S

| €

RCHITECT

Q
Design explicit sca@folding, capacity, and ha \ffs
g % g 3!

—_——g—
<X | N

&

OWN »
Retadn essential judgement and\/\ﬁi‘igger early warning

Amplify
Isolate and protect the high-value contribution. For Leila, this meanrs stress-testing a
commercial bid's assumptizns before drafting begins, preverting the organisation from

committing to unviable deliverables. Her contribution is measured not by charismatic
agreement during a mieeting, but by whether her insights produce a more robust, client-ready
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recommendation. Amplification does not excuse her from governance; it integrates her
analysis directly into the delivery chain.

Arciiitect

Lesign support structures that reso!ve operational barriers while respecting organisational
capacity. Samuel could assembic the proposal from defined inputs using a standard modular
template—provided this responsibility is formally assigned, scheduled, and balanced against his
existing workload. Alternatively, Leila could dictate her core decisions using speech-to-text
tools or structured forms. In either case, document conigilation cannot begin until a clear
decision is logged. The design must follow the architecture of the work, avoiding the
paternalistic ascamption that one colleague generates vision while another instinctively
provides oraer.

Own

Retain non-delegable judgement. L&ila must confirm the final scope znda pricing, provide
agreed source inputs on scheduiz, and flag delivery risks while tims remains to act. If Samuel
assembles the submission, h& owns document integrity and deadline adherence within the
agreed parameters; Leila retains sole ownership of commercial judgement and regulatory
compliance. Neither colleague can guarantee the other's execution. Both require an agree<
escalation path to an authorised decision-maker whc can adjust project scope or client
deadlines when riandoffs fail.

3. Sepzarating Essential Duties from Customary Methods
Job profiles frequently confuse an intended outcome with the customary method historically

used to produce it. A director must provide accurate, defensible recornmendations and answer
commercial cross-examination. Delivering a fluent presentation without reference notes may
add negligible value to a specific investment decision.
Before changing an arraiigement, separate the core result from the delivery channel:

e What would fail if this task were omitted eriirely?

e Why must this specific role execute it?

o Does the requirement persist if an alternative medium or process is introduced?
Habitual tradition is not a valid rationale; neither is personal distaste for administrative detail.

Realignment requires clear ~perational evidence and formal egreement from those authorised
to define roles.

[
(697
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Be equally canaid when duties genuinely shift. Appointing a commercial manager to oversee
proposal production narrows the director’s role to defined sign-offs. That constitutes a formal
role redesign requiring reallocation of bud/get and authority. Continuing to state that a director
owns an end-to-end outcome while informally relying on a colleague to manage the process
cveates destructive operational amoiguity. Conversely, an agreement imust never patronise a
supporting colleague by labellinag them a "helper” when they are exercising substantive
judgement.

Retaining Judgemeant Through Accessible Chanizels

Consider Farid, a rraintenance depot manager who is dyslexic. He manages complex vhicle
service cycles accurately, maintains customer trust, and makes reliable staffing allocations.
When a critic.al compliance update arrives as an inaccessible scanned image, he experiences an
unnecessary barrier. He requests a searchable text version compatible with his screen-reading
software, accompanied by a targeted fifteen-minute briefing on operatiorai changes.

rarid’s request is an access need, inot an excuse for lower standarcs or a plea justified by an
eccentric creative gift. His document owner provides accessible source text. Farid reviews it,
asks technical questions regarding an edge-case variance, and signs off on the depot's
compliance obligations. A colleague may clarify phrasing, but Farid retains legal and operatic.nal
ownership of depot decisions.

Support changes how he consumes data; it leaves required professional judgement intact. His
frontline operational insight can also be ampiified during early service-design cycles,
indepenaent of his reading format.

4. Evidence, Authority, and Structural Support

The International Labour Organization (ILO) notes that genuine ‘workplace adjustments
encompass tools, job desigin, working hours, and work organisation, rather than relying solely
on private employee ccping mechanisms.

However, as Nancy Doyle’s (2020) multidisciplinary iaview highlights, the empirical evicence
base evaluating specific workplace neurodiversity adjustments remains developing and
variable across contexts. No universal interver:tion guarantees success. Organisations should
adopt an empirical mindset: listen to the individual's direct experience, design a bounded,
practical adjustment, and measure its observable effects, avoiding inflated claims of
guaranteed productivity leaps.

When designing these arrarzsments, keep four structural prin<iples in mind:

1. Keep Operatirng Agreements Distinct from Formal HR Files: The operational support
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agreement records everyday workflow, shared commitments, and handoff boundaries.
It must remain separate from confidential medical disclosures and formai statutory
accommodation files.

2. Account for Power Asymmetries: When a senior leader relies on a junior colleague for
executive support, concearnt can be coercive. Samuel may absorb weekend document
editing because Leila influences his promotion prospects. Leaders cannot rely on
asking, "Do you mind helping with this?" Support tasks must be formally assigned,
protected by reallocated capacity, and bounded.

3. Equip the Supporter with Escalation Authority: A supporter assembling a critical
docurient must have explicit authority to enforce handoff deadlines, reject incomplete
source notes, and trigger operational escalation if inputs fail to arrive.

4. Address Resource Constraintz in Smaller Teams: In lean organisations lacking
administrative layers, suprort rarely involves hiring assistants. It requires pruning
low-value initiatives, simplifying complex templates, or reallocating tasks across peers.
Every adaptation has a real capacity cost that must be openly authorised.

5. Worked Agreement: Leila and Samue

The following agreement establishes bounded handoffs for Leila and Samuel, authorized by
their operations head. It balances cognitive strengths, operational support, and explicit
governance.

Agreement Field Operational Specification

Required Outcome A client-ready, commercially viable proposai with agreed scope,
pricir.g, and delivery schedule, formally aphroved by Leila and
suomitted by 12:00 on the agreed deadline.

Observed Barrier Commercial decisions and inputs remain fragmented post-meeting.
Samuel reconstructs them th:ough unbudgeted evening overtime.
jeopardising his core resporsibilities.

Outcome Owner Leila owns the final commercial recommendation, pricing validity, and
client delivery commitment. Samuel owns document compilation and
layout only after defined, complete inputs are delivered.

Amplify Leila coinducts structured assumption-testing workshops before
draxting begins. The team measures succass by whether early
intervention eliminates mid-flight pricing and delivery revisions.
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Support & Inputs

Retained Duty &
Development

Capacity &
Authority

Warning &
Escalation

Absence &
Exceptions

Review Date &
Metrics

Use the standardised proposal template. Leila provides verified scope,
costings, and delivery timelines by 15:00, two full business days
before submissior.. Samuel assembles the complete dratt by 12:00 the
following business day.

Leila verifies regulatory compliance, addresses client commercial
queries, and provides final sign-off by 10:00 on submission day. She
undertakes targeted deliberate practice to log decisions before
concluding client meetings.

The operations head reallocates Samuel’'s weekly planning report to ain
alternate team member, freaing up to 45 minutes of scheduled time
per proposal. Samuel holds explicit authority to reject incomplete
source inputs.

If Leila cannot deliver verified inputs by 15:00 on the input deadline,
she must alert Samuel and the operations head irrimediately. Samuel
indeper.aently escalates missed handoffs. The operations head resets
the submission timeline or prunes bid scope by 16:00, designating
who informs the client.

Prior to planned leave, an alterna> technical approver and document
compiler are formally designated. In the event of emergency bids, the
operations head must explicitly reassign competing duties before
confirming acceptance i the client.

Formal review after four weeks. Evaluated against: percentage of
on-time submissions, revision cycles, Leila’s cognitive: load, and
Samuel’s loyged overtime. The core access mechanism is preserved
regardless of minor operational adjustments.

6. Managing Non-Performance and Failure Modes

Support structures will not resolve every operationa' failure. For example, if a departmesrit head
repeatedly signs off on unverified capital expencitures, adjusting document typography,
providing Giet review intervals, and supplying bulleted summaries may improve sccess
without curing the core issue: an absence ci essential financial competence.

Where fundamental knowledge or capability is missing, organisations must deploy technical
training, implement dual-sign-off protocols, or narrow financial deleyation. Adding
administrative scaffolding around an unexamined capability deficit only compounds

institutional risk.
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When a responsibility and support agreement breaks down, diagnose the breakdown
systematically across three distinct failure modes:

’
\[ 1. Promised support wg& not resourced or delivered |
I (e.g., Samuel's time was diverted to a critical emergency) |

e ]

[ 2. Support was delivered but proved ill-g®tched to the barrier |

I (e.g., 'I:Q)@. template was excessiuel&w\lgid or fragmented) LQ§ |

1 3. The 'ﬁyﬁcess was sound, but agré& commitments were ignored |
| (&Y., Leila missed her input deadline without escalating) |

A

When an exception occurs, act while options remain open. If inputs are delayed, leadership
must choose between prunirg proposal scope, deploying emergency cover, or negotiating a
deadline extension with the client. Samuel’s personal evening hours must not serve as an
informal buffer for systemic friction.

If an arrangement remains unviable despite conscientious testing, pursue formal role
re-profiling, structural redeployment, or managed exit through established human resources
procedures. Neither impatience nor open-ended rescue provides an equitable, dignified
solution.

/. Field Practice: Contracting One Responsibility

Select a single recurring operational responsibility characterised by persistent friction or
downstream coordination icreakdown.

e Isolate the True Result: Strip away historical administrative rituals. Define the precise
business artifact or decision the downstrear team requires to progress their work.

e Bound the Hand-Off: Document precisely what constitutes a complete, usable input.
Suecify exact delivery deadlines ani! formats.

e Audit the True Costs: Examine whose calendar currently absorbs the friction. If a
support colleague is buffering executive disorganisation thi>ugh informal overtime,

formalise the requirerrient, provide visible time, and assian clear escalation authority.

e Institute an Eariv-Warning Tripwire: Establish an expiicit trigger: if the primary input is

(o
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not logged by a specified time, who must be notified, and what scope reduction occurs
immediately?

s Establish an Empirical Review Date: Agree on a review point (typically four to six weeks).
Assess whether the arrangement reduced rework, preserved access, and protected
peripheral team capacity.

A leader’s responsibility is not fulfilled by instructing a team imember to "own their impact" whiis
leaving requisite authority, support, and resources out ci reach. Dependable agreements
expose systemic ccrnmitments as clearly as individua! outputs, replacing informal good will with
durable operaticrial integrity. Leila does not need > adopt Samuel's cognitive architecture; she
needs a transparent, accountable framework that protects her strategic contribution without
destabilising his working life.
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Chapter 6 — Directness and Relational Impact

At the proposal review, Leila points to the delivery schedule. “This makes no sense. We cannot
promise six weeks when procurement alone takes five.” She believes she hias named an
cuerational fact that demands immediate attention.

Samuel, who assembled the document, hears something entirely different. He had been asked
to insert a provisional date and expected this review to settle the underlying dependencies.
Delivered in front of his peers, her words sound like an indictment of his professional
competence. He stops explaining the assumptions, cortects the document in silence
afterwards, and cdzcides that next time he will raise risks privately—if at all.

Later, Leila 2sks why nobody challenged the compressed schedule earlier. Samuel replies that
he attempted to do precisely that. She counters that she was criticising the <chedule, not him,
adding that team members should always feel free to be direct with her From her perspective,
the distinction between the work and the person is self-evident, and iher invitation sincere.
From his, her reassurance does r.othing to undo the public dismiscai or reduce the
interpersonal risk of challengiing the executive who evaluates his performance.

Neither perspective provides the complete picture. The schedule does contain a critical detect;
Leila’s operational concern is entirely valid, yet Samuel’s experience of the exchange refiects a
genuine relations! breakdown. The challenge in leadership is not to choose between technical
rigour and relational care. It is to preserve incicive scrutiny while making communication
accurate, respectful, and open to missing context.

Chapter 5 established explicit agreements around responsibility and support. This chapter
examines the conversational mechanisms that make those agreementis dependable in real
time. We will examine how directness differs from contempt, how positional power distorts
feedback, and how to structi.re feedback channels and challenge protocols that protect both
psychological safety and vperational delivery.

Clarity Gives the Other Person Something to Work With

Direct communication protects organisations. A icader who notes plainly that a prccosal lacks
formal governance approval may prevent ar expensive, binding commitment. A izam member
who statss clearly that a delivery date is unieasible gives colleagues actionable information
before an initiative fails. Softening a concern until it becomes a vague hint is as
counterproductive as delivering criticism harshly. Respectful communication does not require
performative gentleness; it can be firm, concise, and unambiguou:s.

True clarity focuses on three concrete elements: the specific work, the operational reason it
matters, and the required next step.
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Ambiguous critique: “This makes no sense.” (Leaves the recipient to guess whether the failure
lies in the underlying data, an unstated premise, or their own capability.)

Acticonable directness: “The schedule ailows one week for installation, but the supplier’s
caontract specifies three. We need *o adjust the handover date before submitting this to the
client.” (Names the discrepancy, the dependency, and the immediate task.)

The second formulation requires a few more words, but it eliminates cognitive ambiguity and
provides a clear operational task. Directness should be evaiuated not by its bluntness, but by
whether it reduces 'sncertainty for the recipient.

Direct Feedbacik vs. Contemptuous Critique

Direct Feedback

?\

Focuses on the work data
Identifies ccneretEQQEps
Invites operational context

Reduces uncertainty

N\
Eunteyg@}faus Critique

o%

<N . : :
Targets character, intellect, or professional standin |
Uses sarcasm, public disnléssals, or mocking comparisgjis |
- - - V
Shuts down explanatlnné?rd demands capitulation &?‘ |

Increases deFensivensgk and anxiety A\Q~ |

Contempt appears when criticism degrades a person’s standing rather than clarifying tbe work.
Mocking an inquiry, making belitting comparisons, or using an oversight to imply systemic
incompetence discourages constructive contribution. An organisation should not ihave to prove
malicious invent before addressing degrading oehaviour. We must evaluate the language used,
its frequiancy, the forum in which it occurred, and whether the recipient was afforded a fair
oppcrtunity to reply. An abrupt phrase in a crisis warrants quick clarification and repair; a
persistent pattern of belittling remarks requires decisive management.

This distinction also prevents superficial judgments about communication style. A flat vocal
affect, atypical eye contact. an economy of social pleasantries, or an unfamiliar conversational
pace do not constitute disrespect. A colleague can state a rigorous technical truth without

57
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performing corventional warmth. We must ask: What substantive information was conveyed,
and what specific conduct impeded the work? Demanding that a team member articulate an
objective concern is fair; demanding that “hey adopt a more charismatic persona is not.

Listinguishing Intent, Impact, and Interpretation

In high-stakes communication, thiree dimensions often diverge:

1. Intent: The speaker’s conscious internal purpose.

2. |Interpretation: The meaning constructed by the recipient based on language, tone, past
encounters, and power dynamics.

3. Impact: The practical consequences for the listener, the team dynamic, and the project.

These three elements can fall out of alignment without bad faith on either side. Leila’s intent
was to avert a contractual crisis. Samuel’s interpretation was that he was keing publicly
branded incompetent. The impact was that Samuel withheld vital assumgtions, depriving the
team of critical planning data.

Recognising these distinct layers restores agency to both parties. Samuel can ask Leila to
clarify her intent while explaining how the public delivery made it impossible to share his
context. He does not have to agree that her explanation excuses the result, nor must Leila
endorse every inference he drew. Together, they car: agree that the feedback should have
named the suppiier dependency directly and invited the missing context. Repair preserves the
necessary challenge while correcting the inter=ction.

Consiucr a counterexample: Suppose Samuel objects to any critical inquiry regarding his
estimates, even when Leila frames questions objectively, invites context, and applies the same
standard to all contributors. His parsonal discomfort warrants a thoughtful hearing, but it does
not invalidate necessary operatonal oversight. The team may ne=d advance agendas, agreed
review criteria, or clearer ways to flag estimates as provisionai. Respect guarantees the
opportunity to explain ana defend one's work; it cannot exempt anyone from accountability.

Communication Mismatch as an Investigative Hypothesis

Research on iriteraction between autistic and non-autistic adults complicates the traditional
assumpticn that communication breakdownz stem from a deficit in a single individual. In an
expeririental study by Catherine Crompton and colleagues (2020), information was shared
down eight-person diffusion chains. Chains composed exclusively of autistic adults or
exclusively of non-autistic adults transferred information with high ficelity. However, mixed
chains of autistic and non-autistic adults experienced a significant drop in information
retention. This suggests thai communication difficulties ofter eimerge from the interface
between differing comm:i:nication styles rather than an inherent lack of skill in one group. (Note:
This was an experimei:tal information-transfer task among fluent English-speaking adults, not

(O
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an organisational study of workplace hierarchy; it should be applied as an explanatory
perspective rather than a blanket rule.)

Furthermore, this interactional dynamic. is rarely symmetrical. In a 2025 study by Sarah Foster
ana colleagues examining small-group collaboration, autistic participants reported declining
rapport as the proportion of non--autistic peers increased, whereas non-autistic participants
reported relatively stable rapport regardless of group composition. An exchange can feel
smooth to one participant while proving exhausting or alienating to another.

In leadership practice, treat communication mismatch as a practical hypothesis to test rather
than an assumed ciagnosis. When an exchange falt=rs, examine where underlying expectations
diverged:

Did a clarifying question sound like an accusation?

Was silence interpreted as agreement rather than internal processing?

Was a tentative suggestion heard as an optional idea or an opzrational command?

Did the speaker expect an immediate reply when the listenct required time to formulate
their thoughts?

Mismatch must never serve as a convenient label to excuse abrasive behaviour or silence
legitimate feedback. It simply provides a starting point for practical agreements: establishing
preferred channsis, defining response intervals, and agreeing on how clarifying questions
should be ask&ai.

Language, Culture, and Power

Conversational conventions do not carry uniform meaning across cultures or languages. In one
organisation, “Perhaps we could 'ock at alternative suppliers” is an instruction to cancel an
existing vendor; in another, it is ain offhand remark. A blunt “No” may be an efficient, neutral
update in one context, yet sound confrontational in another.

In multilingual environments, discussions that move at high speed inevitably favour native
speakers, who can readily nuance their vocabulary, deploy diplomatic phrasing, or pivet quickly
during debate. A colleague operating in an additional language may speak with fewer softening
qualifiers, peuse longer to translate complex cornicepts, or select words whose pseceived
intensity differs from their intention.

Example: In a project meeting in Johannesburg, Mireille, who speaks English as an
additional language, states during a budget review: “You must explain this figure.” The
project manager hears an aggressive challenge. In reality. ivireille requires the underlying
calculation to reconci'e catering quantities against a vendor’s quote.

A colleague asks: “Mireille, do you need the calculation breakdown, or are you
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challengiing the overall estimate?”

“I need the delegate count used for the calculation,” she clarifies, pointiig to the
updated registration data. By clei’ying the substantive need, the team reconciles the
order immediately rather than debating tone.

To build equitable communication, introduce practical procedural adaptations:

e Circulate critical discussion questions and key datasets in advance.

e Clarify technical abbreviations and institutional shorthand.

e Provide a aefined window for participants to submit written clarifications after repid
meetirgs.

e Avoia placing the burden of cultural interpretation and relational repair onto bilingual
team members.

Appeals to culture have clear limits. “That is just how we speak here” may explain a local norm,
but it does not justify toxic or exriusionary behaviour. Nor should “executive presence” become
an unspoken demand to mirrn- the mannerisms of the most senior leader.

Positional Power Changes the Cost of Speaking

Leila and Samuel both shape the dialogue, but Leila haids the positional authority to detsrmine
its consequences. A senior leader's invitation to “challenge me anytime” becomes credible only
through how that leader responds when challer:ged, and how they treat the dissenter’s
portfolio aiterwards. Subordinates invariably calculate the career risks of dissent.

Amy Edmondson’s research on team psychological safety underscores that high-performing
teams require a shared belief that interpersonal risk-taking is safe. However, a leader cannot
simply declare a team safe. Safety is demonstrated through consisient, predictable processes:

e Establishing distinct avenues for technical dissent during project reviews.

e Ensuring private escalation routes when a team member feels undermined.

e Stating clearly when an inquiry will receive a response, and naming an impartial
alternative contact if the leader is the subiect of the dispute.

e Respecting processing time: allowing team members to review detailed ciata overnight
rather than demanding instant verbal concessions.

Meaningful Repair Restores Participation

Effective repair is not an exercise in social appeasement; it is an opecational reset. It requires
three distinct steps: acknowl=dging the specific behaviour, recognising its impact on the
individual and the project, and establishing a clearer mechanism for subsequent discussions.

s
S
-
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The Repair Cycie

The Repair Cycle QDQ‘ ?y '
X &

N\
\Q9| 1. Name the Observable Ac Leila acknowledges: "I dﬁmissed the schedule
without examining the procurement assumptions."

K¢

®Q~

N &
hcknzwz in the team meeting that theldate

was isional and context was missing.

I
' &

R ¥
| 3. Adjust the Operational R@ e | Agree on a structured fes(ht to examine

| &?3’ | dependencies during fNUre reviews.

I—Q*J

A brief explanation of intent can be useful if it leads to practical changes. If Leila speaks
abruptly under pressure, she can introduce a standa:d review template; she must not exjpect
Samuel to sooth= her or minimise the impact of h=r actions. Furthermore, persistent patterns
of humiliation, discriminatory remarks, or man=gerial retaliation fall outside the realm of
commurication coaching. They demand formal institutional reporting and independent
governance, as explored in Chapter 12.

Worked Explicit Communication Agreement

Below is a practical commuric.ation protocol developed to address the dynamics in Leila and
Samuel's team.

Dimension Operational Commitment

Purpose Scrutinise project propnsais thoroughly while maintaining an
environment where underlying assumptions can be surfaced and
examined without personal defensiveness.

Accessible Circulate core decision questions and complex schedules at least 24

Participation hours prior to review. Team members may suknit written technical
context or request dedicated processing time. Silence is never
construed as consent.

"~
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Respectful Challenge
Protocol

Pause and Clarify
Mechanism

Feedback Routz and
Timelines

Leadership

Accountability

Repair Standard

Escalaticn Path

Review and Metrics

Critigue must name the specific metric, assumption, or dependency,
identify the operational risk, and invite context.

Standard Phrasiri5: “The schedule allows one week for installation;
the supplier requires three. Which assumption infcimed this
timeline?”

Any participant may pause an exchange to clarify meaning. In
time-critical reviews, resolve the immediate operational decision
first, and schedule a dedicated follow-up to address the
communication issue within 24 hours.

Team members may request a private discussion or submit a written
concern. The recipient must acknowledge the submission within one
working day and provide a substantive response within t:vo working
days.

The leader commits to listening without immediate rebuttal,
addressing substantive technical issues, and ensuring no punitive
repercussions follow constructive dissent.

When an exchange devalues a colleague's input, the speaker must
acknowledge the breakdown, ccrrect any misleading impressions
with the team, and modify the process. The affected colleague is
under no obligation to provide reassurance.

If an issue remains unresolved or involves senior leadership
misconduct, team members may consult the Head of Operations or
access formal HR reporting mechanisms.

Revisit this agreement after two weeks. Evaluate whether technical
risks are being surfaced earlier, whether assumptions are clearly
stated, and whether repair conversations are effective. (Note: A
reduction in complaints is not alone evidence of success; ensure
team members have not simply disengaged.)

Operaticnal Outcome: A Repaired Exchange

At tha Tollowing proposal review, the new protocol is put into practice:

Eric Michot

Leila: “Before we finalise dates, | want to revisit the timeline. In our last session, | dismissed
the six-week delivery schedule without examining how it was derived. That date was
provisional. Samuel, vhat critical dependencies still need to be confirmed?”

Samuel: “The five week procurement clock begins only after the client approves the

N



The Spiky Leader: Neurodiversity, Resnonsibility, and the Design of Collective Capability Eric Michot

engineering drawings. Physical installation requires an additional three weeks. We
submitted the drawings for approval two weeks ago, but the sign-off rerizins
outstanding.”

Leila: “Can any installation preoaration run in parallel with procurerment once sign-off is
secured?”

Samuel: “Site wiring can proceed in parallel, which saves five days. However, structural
mounting cannot happen until the physical hardware arrives on site.”

Leila: “Understood. Let us remove the six-weex date. We will issue a milestone-linked
timeline stating that delivery will occur eight weeks post-drawing sign-off, with a
three-oay variance. | will brief the client executive today. Samuel, please update the
dependency table in the master document.”

Samuel’s context altered the commercial strategy. Leila preserved rigorous scrutiny while
inviting technical reality into the rcom. Trust is not magically establistiad in a single
conversation, but predictable, structured interactions create the conditions under which trust
can develop.

-
(€87
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Chapter 7 — Presence, Masking, and Choice

Nadia leaves the annual executive dinner with the sense that she has fulfilled every
expectation. She memorised the names of new board members, contrit.ned to dinner
cenversations at appropriate intervels, and maintained an attentive posture throughout the
formal addresses. As an autistic 2xecutive director, she has developed systematic approaches
to navigate professional gatherings.

Tonight, however, those strategies came at a steep cost. he suppressed the urge to move
away from an acoustic speaker, avoided taking sensory breaks in the foyer, and expend=
considerable energy managing eye contact while tiitering background noise. Nobody noticed
her discomfot; to all appearances, she was in her element.

The next morning, her co-director Themba suggests making the informal lezaership dinner a
monthly fixture. To him, Nadia appearad engaged, relaxed, and energisea by the contact. Nadia
hesitates. She values the relationshics within the executive team, but the sustained effort of the
evening has depleted the cogritive reserves she needs for a criticzl capital budget review that
afternoon. She does not wish 10 disclose her clinical diagnosis to the broader leadership group,
nor does she want her request for an alternative format to be interpreted as executive
disengagement.

Nadia’s dilemme llustrates the limits of superficial advice to “just bring your authentic self to
work.” Her preparation was a deliberate profecsional strategy that enabled her to contribute
effectively. Yet, other elements of her performance concealed an unsupportive environment
that the organisation could easily modify. The leadership challenge is to determine what
adaptations are sustainable, what demands are unnecessary, and how ~rganisations can
design participation so that perscnal disclosure is not the price of basic accessibility.

Redefining Executive Presence

In conventional corporaie culture, “presence” is often equated with a narrow set of physical
behaviours: uninterrupted eye contact, unhesitating speech, an expansive physical postuie,
and effortless sociability.

Leaders must ask: Does this behaviour genuinely advance operational responsibiiity, or is it
merely ~orporate conformity?

Rethinking Leadership Presence

S
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| Conventional Performance Metric |

ngﬁ}stained, unbroken eye cnr@g?:t
mm

ediate, unhesitating rePlies |
Flawless social small t®lk |
| Physical stamina in loud venues |

Operational \Qﬁﬁstance

\/
Attent'@listening, accurate synthesis, robust notes
Thoughtful deliberation and well-reasoned decisions
Structured, dependable, and transparent collaboration
High-impact strategic con ution and clear follow-
gh-imp g i Pl

-
S p—

A leader looking down at nctes may listen with complete precision and formulate an incisive
strategic response, while another leader projects charismatic engagement yet fails to grasp the
technical risks. Presence is better understood as the deiiberate means by which a leader makes
their attention, strategic insight, and accountability perceptible to others.

Professicial Adaptation Versus Costly Suppression

Virtuaily every professional engages in behavioural adaptation. We structure a presentation to
match a board’s technical fluency, moderate our spontaneous reactions auring a tense labour
negotiation, or prepare notes to guide an emotionally charged perforiviance review. These
actions reflect preparation, res;:ect, and professional competenc.e. Using a structured opening
for a complex consultation does not make the leader inauthentic; it provides scaffolding that
reduces cognitive strain and ensures clarity.

In autistic scholarship and neurodiversity literature, camouflaging describes the strategiss
individuals use to mask difficulties or blend into non-autistic social environments. This typically
encompassaa3:

e \viasking: Actively concealing neuradivergent traits (e.g., suppressing motor regulation
or stimming, forcing unnatural eye contact).

e Compensation: Using deliberate intellectual strategies to navigate social tasks (e.g.,
scripting social interactions, memorising body language ruies).

The boundary between etfective adaptation and depleting suppression cannot be judged by
outward appearance a!one. Rehearsing a presentation may give one executive clarity and

-
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confidence, while for another, maintaining an unyielding social facade is a draining response
driven by fear of marginalisation. The critical questions are: What internal energy does this
strategy demand? What does it cost in recovery time? And what professional consequences
wouid follow if the behaviour ceased?

cvaluating Professional Strategies

Sustainable hdapiat ion |

Chosen volur@&ﬂy to aid work|
Conserves Q?gnitive bandwidth |
Aligns Kx personal values |
Allows timely recovery |

Costly Suppression

Driven by acute fear o Q:‘areer penalty or exclusion
Severely drains reserves needed for core decisions
Forces a denial of basic sensory and prncessin& needs
Leads to cumulative exhaustion and burnout '

What the Research Suggests

When integrating neurodiversity research into organisational design, we must handle academic
findings with care:

e Motivations and Mixed Consequences: In a qualitative study of 92 autistic adults, Laura
Hull and colleagues {2017) found that while camouflaging was frequently used to avoid
social isolation ana access professional spaces, participants reported severe
exhaustion, identity confusion, and anxiety. Camouflaging often yields practical
short-term access at significant long-term parsonal cost.

e Menta! Health Associations: A comprehenczive scoping review by Ellie Kiger Fodge and
Katherine Kuhl Meltzoff (2026), analysinyg 48 studies, identified consistent associations
hetween high levels of camouflagiriyj and adverse mental health outcomes, including
depression and anxiety. However, the authors note that correlation does not establish
direct causation; systemic factors—such as institutional prejudice, inadequate
workplace adjustments, and isolation—likely contribute both to the need to camouflage
and to mental distress.

e Autistic Burnout: Investigating autistic burnout through community-based participatory
research, Dora Raymaker and colleagues (2020) identified a distinct syndrome
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characierised by chronic cognitive and physical exhaustion, loss of executive
functioning skills, and heightened sensory sensitivity, emerging from ac.cumulated life
stress and an imbalance betweer harriers and support. Autistic burnout is distinct from
typical occupational burnout and requires systemic structural support rather than
individual resilience technicques.

These findings caution leaders against prescriptive advice. A manager should not instruct an
employee to “drop their mask” any more than they should demand conformity. Telling an
employee to abandon hard-won coping strategies withcii changing the surrounding
environment simply =xposes them to greater risk. The <bjective is to build environments where
extreme suppression is no longer required to participate.

The Operational Fallacy of Perceived Comfort

When a team member appears composed, colleagues frequently assume that the environment
is unproblematic. Placing the entire hurden on the individual to highlight every sensory barrier
creates an unsustainable administrative and emotional load.

Organisations can build accessibility into standard operating practices without requiring
personal disclosures:

e Select event venues that provide quiet breakcut areas and controlled acoustics.

e Publisb ciear event schedules, including firm start and finish times, in advance.

e Normailise non-verbal modes of engag=ment, such as written follow-up contributions or
kvbrid participation options.

e Distinguish clearly between mandatory working sessions and optional social
networking.

Consider a coaching counterexainple: An executive uses a carefuily drafted checklist to
facilitate performance conversations. The checklist keeps the discussion focused and fair. A
well-meaning coach suagests that she abandon the checklist to appear more “spontaneous
and natural.” Doing so removes a reliable piece of scaffolding, introducing unnecessary anxiety.
Leadership coaching must respect an individual’s practical strategies rather than enforcing an
arbitrary ideal of spontaneous executive presence.

Strategic Disclosure Versus Functional Requests

Protessionals often conflate three distinct actions:

The Layers of Disclosure

1. Changing an Operational f-ormat
"Let us hold this strateqy session in the second-floor conference room."
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v

2. Explaining a Functional Need
"i process complex data more reliak;'y when | have 24 hours to review documents.”

v

3. Disclosing a Diagrsstic Identity
"l am autistic ai32 need specific adjustments under cur workplace policy."

A leader or employee can implement Level 1 or Level 2 adjustments without being required to
move to Level 3. Nadia does not need to disclose her autism to Themba to <stablish that a loud
dinner venue impairs strategic thinking the following morning. She can articulate a functional
narameter: “| need to protect mv fccus for the budget review; | will attend for the opening hour
and depart before the dinner speeches.”

Diagnostic disclosure is a personal choice. It should depend on trust, the legal and
organisational protections in place, and the specific accommodations required. Leaders should
avoid celebrating only those neurodivergent employaes who provide neat, comfortakie
narratives of triumph, while ignoring the everyday accommodations required by emuloyees
with complex support needs.

Designing Workable Sensory and Participation Boundaries

A sensory boundary is an operaticral condition required to sustain ex<cutive function and
professional performance. To be practical, it must be framed arour.a observable workflows:

e Focus on Functior: Rather than stating, “This space is overwhelming,” state: “I can
review these financial models much faster in a quiet room with natural lighting.”

e Protect the Delivery: If a director needs to leave an evening engagement early, establish
how essential decisions will be handled: “I will review the governance papers icmorrow
morring and provide final sign-off by 11:G0.”

o Negotiate Competing Access Needs: Workplace needs often clash. One team member
ay concentrate by pacing or speaking aloud, while another requires complete visual
stillness and silence. One colleague may require bright illumination to manage visual
impairment, while another experiences sensory overload frem fluorescent lighting.
These conflicts do not make either individual unreasonabie; they simply require
structural managem=nt—such as zoning spaces, offering flexible working locations, or
adopting asynchronous communication. The personal preference of the most senior
leader must nsver become the default requirement for the entire team.

C
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Positional Authority and the Freedom to Adapt

A C-suite executive who blocks out focus time, turns off their camera during remote meetings,
or declines informal evening mixers is Gfizn praised for clear boundaries ard strategic time
management. A graduate trainee or administrative coordinator who attempts the same
adjustments risks being labelled tinmotivated or lacking commitment.

Senior leaders must recognise this dynamic:

e Your ability to work flexibly does not mean the system is safe for others to do the sarne.

e Broad invitaiions to “bring your whole self to work” can feel coercive to employees
whose livelihood depends on conforming to conventional corporate norms.

e Ifimyp.ortant organisational decisions, sponsorship, and promotions happen informally at
after-hours social events, you penalise those who cannot attend therr.. Ensure core
decision-making and talent reviews remain within accessible, acccuntable business
processes.

Worked Presence anci Choice Reflection

Below is Nadia's structured reflection, designed to evaluate her participation options without
compromising her privacy or well-being.

Field Operational Analysis

Situation end Objective Monthly executive team dinners. The goal is to build collegiate
relationships and understand colleagues' perspectives, while
preserving energy for the capital budget review the following

morning
Current Strategy and Memorise briefing notes on colleagues' nortfolios, monitor
Value conversational cadence, and remain until the gathering disperses.

Value: The preparation reduces anxiety and enables meaningful
connection; this is worth retaining.

Effort and Suppression Processing multiple ovelapping conversations in an acousticaliy

Cost reverberant venue na;xt to a loudspeaker is exhausting. Fcring
continuous eye contact and suppressing sensory fatigue creates a
cognitive deficit that compromises the next morning's work.

Voluntary Practical Propose a venue with superior acoustics, or reserve a private

Adjustment dining room. Commit to participating fully 7or the first 75 minutes,
then depart prior to the late socialising. Full diagnostic disclosure
IS unnecessary.

<4
NS
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Communication and
Support

Responsibilities and

Continuity

Benefits and Riskz 0
Monitor

Contingency Plan

Review Date

Inform the event organiser that a quieter venue enables clearer
conversation. Inform Themba that early departure preserves focus
for the morning review, ensuring he does not misreadi it as
disinterest. Themba is not tasked with managing her narrative with
other pears.

Ensure no formal governance decisions occur during the informal
portion of the dinner. Deliver the scheduled capital budget review
on time the following morning.

Benefit: Retains social coniaction without severe sensory fatigue.
Risk: Might miss informa! project discussions. Mitigation: Schedule
regular, targeted daytime coffee check-ins with individual peers.

If the venue remains loud and unmanageable, attend Gi-monthly
rather thari monthly, replacing alternate dinners with direct
one-on-<ne daytime consultations.

Reassess energy, recovery time, and peer relationships after the
next two dinner cycles. Determine whether to maintain, adjust, or
discontinue the format.

Reader Action: Testing a Voluntary Adjustment

Identify »ne recurring professional situation where adapting your presence demands

significant energy:

Eric Michot

1. Select One Specific Element: Focus on a single variable—such as seating position,
meeting length, lighting, or the choice between a verbal nresentation and an executive

memo.

2. Define the Operational Adjustment: Formulate a functional request that preserves your
core deliverable without requiring diagnostic justification.
3. Protect Core Accountabilities: Ensure colleagues know how the required deliverzbles,
decisions, and deadlines will be met.
4. Evaluate the Outcome: After two weel:s, review the impact:
o Did the adjustment protect your focus and energy?
o Did operational delivery remain dependable?
o Were there unintended communication frictions that need clarification?

Authentic leadership does not inean exposing every personal boundary or performing for
others. It means understanaiing your operational capacity, chcosing sustainable ways to
contribute, and shaping &n organisational culture where colleagues can do the same.

n
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Chapter 8 — Reliability Through Deliberate Support

Leila and Samuel have an established wcri<ing agreement for producing cornmercial proposals.
Leila retains authority over the strategic. recommendation and final sigr-nif; Samuel assembles
tha master submission from her veritied inputs. His production scheduie is protected, and the
Head of Operations serves as the escalation point if an input arrives incomplete. On paper,
their responsibilities are clear, dependencies are assigned, and governance boundaries are
unambiguous.

Yet the very next preposal stalls. Leila leaves a scoping; session fully intending to finalise the
pricing assumpticis that afternoon. An executive ~ommittee discussion runs over time, a
distressed c'ient calls, and the pricing analysis remains trapped in her head. By the time Samuel
prompts her for the missing data, his allocated assembly window has evaporated.

A written contract of responsibility cannot execute itself. Intentions, no matter how sincere,
collapse when unsupported by reliacle operational routines.

This chapter bridges the gap tetween intention and delivery. It translates the governance
agreements from Chapter 5 into a dependable daily workflow: capturing commitments
immediately, lowering initiation friction, deploying actionable cues, executing clean handofs,
and conducting structured repairs when delays occuir Reliability is neither a personality irait
nor an act of unassisted willpowers; it is the predictable outcome of coordinated,
well-engineered systems working alongside personal practice.

The Anatomy of Operational Reliability

When we say a colleague is reliable, we rarely mean that they possess a flawless memory. We
mean that others can safely plan around their commitments. They produce what was agreed to
the required standard, raise eariy warnings the moment an asst.rnption fails, and take
ownership of systemic renairs when milestones slip. Reliability is an interpersonal and
operational construct, not merely a calendar entry.

The Three Breakdowns of Apparent Reliability

The Surface Action Tne Downstream Operational Reality

Delivered on the deadline Unchecked errors force the recipient into rework
Completed privately in isolation Output is unannounced; cci2agues remain stalled
Warning issued after the fact Arrives too late for the team to mitigate risk
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A document deiivered precisely on the deadline can still disrupt an organisation if it arrives
unformatted or riddled with unverified figures. A task finished late at night withaut an explicit
notification leaves peers waiting idly the fnliowing morning. An apology sent two hours after a
milestone has passed may explain why the delay occurred, but it gives the recipient no window
te; adjust their own commitments.

True reliability encompasses three operational dimensions:

1. Output Usability: The deliverable satisfies the techiical acceptance criteria agreed upon
by the recipient.

2. Handoff Discipline: The deliverable is formally transferred with clear version control and
explicit status notes.

3. Risk Visibility: Threatened dependencies are escalated while sufficient recovery runway
remains.

Leila’s pricing model must arrive eariy enough to inform the commerciei narrative. A task
iracking dashboard that catalogi:ss busywork while leaving downstream dependencies stalled
adds administrative overheac<i without improving operational integrity. Every coordination
workflow must be evaluated against one test: Does it provide the downstream recipient with
an output they can immediately use?

Executive Finction and the Boundarias of Evidence

Executive furiction is an umbrella term encomy.assing the cognitive processes required to
organise activity toward a future goal: working memory, sequencing, cognitive flexibility,
impulse control, and task initiation.

In professional environments, executive function strains surface in predictable ways: struggling
to begin a complex brief, misjucging task duration, losing track ¢t active commitments, or
stalling at the final stage of completion.

However, operational failure does not automatically imply individual cognitive impairment.
Missed milestones just as frequently stem from contradictory executive mandates, systemic
workload saturation, missing vendor inputs, or uriassigned decision-making authority. A missed
deadline dezcribes an operational variance; it aces not reveal its underlying cauce, nor does it
justify amateur clinical diagnosis.

When applying cognitive and neurodiversity research to workplace design, leaders must handle
academic literature with precision:

e Paucity of Workplacz-Specific Research: A systematic review by Katrina Lauder, Aimuth
McDowall, and Harriet Tenenbaum (2022), examining 43 studies on adults with
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), revealed a heavy historical focus on
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clinical and pharmacological trials, with a marked scarcity of rigorous research
conducted within real-world employment contexts. Interventions that cizmonstrate
clinical efficacy in laboratory settings cannot be assumed to improve production
schedules in corporate teams without contextual testing.

Mixed Evidence on Psychosacial Interventions: A subsequent 2024 meta-analysis by
Lauder and colleagues, evaluating 23 studies and 3,835 adult participants, identified
positive effects on work-relevant metrics from both pharmacological and psychosocial
interventions. However, the authors noted wide variahility in outcome measures,
substantial risks of publication bias, and an over-v<liance on self-reported
questionnzires. Self-assessed organisational confidence is not equivalent to an
indeperidently audited reduction in project delays or rework.

Metac.ognitive Trials and Methodological Limits: A randomised controlled trial by Noomi
Grinblat and Sara Rosenblum (2023) evaluated the Work-MAP telehezlth metacognitive
intervention with 46 adults with ADHD. While participants maintaired improvements in
self-selected work performance and goal satisfaction over thres inonths, the study
utilised a small sample size, subjective rating scales, and a waitlist control design. A
waitlist comparison cainnot isolate specific metacognitive tools from the non-specific
therapeutic benefits of sustained attention, accountability, and professional
encouragement.

These studies provide strong justification for taking st-uctured workplace support seriously,
but they do nci prove that any single task template or reminder app guarantees delivery.
Organisaticnal systems must be evaluated pragmatically within their actual operational
environrrents: Does the routine enable dependable delivery while protecting team well-being?

Capture Before Memory Becomes the Bottleneck

Working memory is a volatile starage medium. Task capture must cccur at the moment an
agreement is forged, not whei a crisis later signals that it has stipped from view.

At the conclusion of every planning session, establish a direct four-part verification:

Commitment Capture Checklist

Check Operational Test

1. What specific output was accepted? Distinguishes firm obligations from suggestions
2. Who is the single owner? Identifies final delivery accountability

3. What constitutes usable completion? Defines acceptance criteric and formatting

4. When is the handoff expected? Establishes the exact cownstream receipt point

This verification exposes pseudo-agreements: casual suggestions mistaken for directives,

[0 2]
S



The Spiky Leader: Neurodiversity, Resnonsibility, and the Design of Collective Capability Eric Michot

requests still awaiting resource sign-off, or work blocked by an unresolved dependency.

All consequential commitments must resize in an integrated, transparent workflow system
rather than across fragmented email chains or personal note pads. While an individual may
rmaintain a personal notebook for rough calculations, the downstream iriterface must be
explicit. For Leila, the shared planning board reflects the confirmed pricing model, the delivery
deadline, and current blockers; her personal diary holds the private thinking required to run the
numbers.

Capture is also the rr.oment to challenge unachievable workloads. Simply logging five
conflicting priority tasks onto a digital board does not magically expand a 40-hour work week.
When demand outstrips capacity, the owner must initiate a formal scope negotiation:
reschedule competing deliverables, reduce task fidelity, deploy temporary resources, or revise
the completion date. A workflow tool can expose systemic overload, but it cannot resolve it
without management decisions.

Lowering Initiation Friction

A captured task can remain unstarted for days if its opening step is ill-defined. Broad, ambitious
commitments like “Draft Commercial Strategy” present too much ambiguity: they demand
multiple simultaneous decisions regarding data sources, narrative architecture, and scope
limits.

To overcome task paralysis, reduce the initial miiestone to a concrete action that can be
executed without further deliberation:

Ambiguous Entry: “Work on proposal pricing.” (Demands immediate strategic
synthesising and invites distraction.)

Actionable Starting Action: “Open the costing spreadsheet and reconcile the supplier's
volume discount ticrs against the preliminary scope.” (A concrete, mechanical step that
initiates focus.)

Once defined, this starting step must be schedule« within a protected operational block.
Leaving tasks 10 be completed “sometime this afternoon” forces them to compe?« against an
unending ctream of urgent emails and operational interruptions.

If that protected focus time is displaced by an operational emergency, the owner must
reschedule the block or notify downstream stakeholders of the delay. Shifting diary blocks
indefinitely without evaluating downstream impacts maintains an {'iusion of control while
setting up downstream collzagues for failure.

Structured collaboratior: techniques, such as short co-working sessions or brief stand-up

N
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check-ins, can iower initiation friction. However, the boundaries defined in Chapter 5 must be
preserved: a 10-minute check-in to align on scope does not make a colleague =zsponsible for
keeping the lead focused or carrying out rheir work. If initiation remains blocked, diagnose the
friction: Is the technical mandate ambiguous? Is underlying data missing? is executive approval
avsent? Increasing managerial pressure will not resolve missing inputs.

Reminders as Cues for Action

A reminder is an operational trigger, not an alarm clock. Tc be effective, it must arrive while
corrective action is stiil possible.

A calendar pop-up reading “Proposal Due Tomorrow” merely announces impending failure. An
effective cui< iinks a specific action to a delivery threshold: “10:00: Open pricing model; confirm
discount variables by 13:00 to permit afternoon handoff.”

Effective Cues vs. Passive Alarms

Passive Alarms Action-Oriented Operational Cues

Broad naotifications of due dates Prompts a discrete, concrete work step

Sounds when time has run out Appears while recovery time remains

Repeated, noisy celendar chimes Directly linkec to the relevant document or workspace
Creates cognitive numbness Triggers itnrediate action or immediate escalaticn

When colleagues act as coordination cues, support boundaries must be maintained. Samuel
verifies the delivery board once at the agreed 15:00 deadline. He is nct Leila’s personal
timekeeper, nor is it his job to send escalating reminder messages nroughout the day.

When a workflow relies on constant manual chasing, the systern is broken. The solution is not
more chasing; it is a management review to address workload capacity or workflow design.

The Discipline of the Usable Handoff

A task is cornpiete only when the downstream user can work with the deliverable.
Draftirg pricing variables in a private spreadsheet does not constitute an operational handoff.
Leila’s task is finished when the verified assumptions are embedded in the approved master

template, unconfirmed variables are flagged, and access permissiors are transferred to
Samuel.

We must distinguish constructive iteration from avoidable rework:
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e Constructive Iteration: Strategic refinement based on emerging intelligence, evolving
client priorities, or analytical peer review. This improves the core solution and is part of
healthy delivery.

s Avoidable Rework: The adminisirative drag of hunting down missing source files,
reconciling conflicting versions, or rebuilding undocumented cclculations. This drains
energy and damages maorale.

Labelling all revision as failure makes teams defensive and resistant to valuable critique.
Conversely, labelling repeated structural oversights as “cciiaboration” masks operational
incompetence and icurnout. Clean completion requires closing the coordination loop: ar<.hiving
working files, pulishing the release version, noting unresolved exceptions, and handing over
custody.

Planned Coordination in Operational Practice

The value of structured coordination is evident in an operations scenaric from a community
avent organisation:

Zanele coordinates voiunteer rosters; Kabelo oversees the registration infrastructure. In
the past, missing volunteers triggered chaotic searches 15 minutes before doors
opened.

They est*zblish an explicit handoff protocoi- Zanele finalises the master staffing schedule
48 hours in advance, explicitly highlighting unconfirmed positions in amber. Kabelo
reviews the file at 10:00 the day prior during a scheduled 30-minute block.

When a volunteer cancels unexpectedly, Zanele flags the vacancy directly on the shared
dashboard and alerts the Lvent Director, who reallocates floating staff. Kabelo
configures the registration terminals based on confirmed staffing, confident that
unassigned slots are being managed elsewhere.

Neither individual is expected to intuitively manage the other's responsibilities. Their
coordination relies on defined handoffs, explicit exception protocols, and visible status
dashboards.

Workload and the Limits of Systams

No project management system, automated checklist, or metacognitive tool can overcome
basic mathematical over-allocation.

When a team is assigned 80 hours of technical production within a 40-hour week, introducing
complex kanban boards and daily stand-ups will not fix the di=iivery problem. It simply wastes
administrative hours cataloguing failure.
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Capacity Evaluation Framework
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A credible capacity review must account for business-as-usual demands, interruptions, and
administrative overhead. When demand exceeds capacity, management must make explicit
choices under the Chapter 5 governance framework: postpone lower-value projects, reduce
deliverable scope, or bring in approved contractor capacity. Demanding that teams “find
efficiencies” in ai oversubscribed schedule is a fai'ure of leadership.

The Dizcipline of Operational Repair

When a commitment is missed, repair must focus on operational recover s, not emotional
appeasement. The goal is to establish the facts, acknowledge the operational impact, protect
colleagues from bearing the cost, and update delivery commitmen:is based on realistic
capacity.

The Anatomy of an Opeiational Repair
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Explicitly recognise downstream friction,
including extra bQurs worked by colleagues.
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3. Rea]ﬂ&lc Recovery Plan | State what can be finished, the revised milestone

and dependencies. A
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4. Boundary Protection Q\Q~ | Prevent downstream peers from bearing the cost
| through unsanctioned overtime.

=\ N
& A\
_ & ¥ &
<X W
5. Ruat—@se Adjustment | Iden‘@ﬂr and fix the broken link in the system
| (capture, initiation, cue, or capacity).

Vague reassurances like “/ will get tnis across to you shortly” compound the issue by creating
fresh uncertainty.

Consider a professional regair statement:

“Samuel, | missed the 15:00 deadline for the verified pricing data. | recognise that this
leaves you with inadequate assembly time end places the Thursday delivery at risk.

The core financial models are complete, but we are missing confirmed freight rates for
ihe coastal hub. | will release the cmplete core schedules by 16:00 with the freight line
left open.

I have informed the Head of Operations that our client submission must shift to 16:00 on
Thursday, and instructed her that you are not to work overtime tonight to absorb my
delay. We will review the sequence on Monday to ens:ire this planning step is better
protected.”

N
S
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This statement addresses the gap, establishes a concrete next step, protects the downstream
colleague's boundaries, and initiates structural repair. Continually apologising wtiile repeating

the same operational failures drains gooriwill; refining the workflow restores confidence.

\Worked Commitment and Repair Protocol

Below is the operational protocoi established to manage Leila and Samuel's commercial

proposal workflow.

Protocol Field

Outcome anc!
Acceptance Criteria

Ownership and
Handoff Milestones

Capture and Status
Visibility

First Action and
Starting Block

Agreed Support
Boundaries

Action Cue aind Early
Warning iriggers

Exception and
Governance
Escalation

Operational Specification

Proposal pricing inputs are: complete when the verified assumptions,
resource schedules, and delivery parameters are recorded in the
master template, with unconfirmed assumptions explicitiy flagged.

Leila owns data accuracy, assumption sign-off, ana client
presentation approval. Samuel owns master assembly, formatting,
and nackaging. Inputs are due Tuesdays at i5:00; final assembly
hanaover is due Thursdays at 12:00.

Handoff deadlines are logged on the shared team schedule during
the Monday kick-off. Leila recoras internal prep tasks in her own
system; Samuel references orly the shared status indicator
(Pending, In Review, Rezady).

Leila reviews costing models and addresses the two primary
commercial variables during a protected Tuesday 10:00-10:30
focus block. If interrupted by a crisis, she immediately reschedules
the bloci: or alerts the team.

Usess standard proposal templates and allocates a 45-minute
assembly review on Wednesday mornings. Additional capacity
requirements must be approved by the Head of Operations;
Samuel’s production remit cannot be expanded ad hoc.

Leila sets an automated cue at 10:00 to open the sheet, and on alert
at 14:00 to evaluate nandoff readiness. Samuel checks the hoard
once at 15:00. If the input is missing, the issue escalates directly to
the Head of Operations.

If key dependencies remain unconfirmed by Tuesday at 16:00, the
Heada of Operations determines whether to adjust delivery dates,
cescoping elements, or reallocate staff.

(0]
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Completion, Cover, Leila publishes the file and flags active risks. Samuel reviews
and Handover incoming usability. Leila gives final sign-off by Thursday &i. 10:00.

Before planned isave, specific colleagues must be formally assigned
to cover input, assembly, and sign-off duties.

Repair Standard for State the missing dependency clearly, acknowledge downstream

Variance

effects, and agree on a realistic revised delivery time. Adjust
downstream milestones to prevent unplanned overtime, and
evaluate why the workflow broke aown.

Review Schedule ard Review every two weeks. Track the proportion of on-time, usable
Success Metrics handoffs, lead times for risk warnings, hours spent on rework, and

unscheduled overtime. Both individuals evaluate the process to
ensure support is working effectively.

Reader Action: Running an Operational Support Lcop

Select one recurring deliverat.te where handoff delays or missing data regularly cause
frustration and rework:

1. Map the Existing Delivery Pattern: Review the lest three occurrences. What percentage
arrived cin iime? What critical inputs were missing? How much unbudgeted tiine was
spent criasing status updates or fixing errors?

2. Implement the Five-Step Loop:

o

Capture: Explicitly record the deliverable, the owner, the handoff time, and the
acceptance standard on a shared dashboard.

First Action: Break ciown the initial work phase into a coricrete, 15-minute
starting task and schedule a protected focus block

Action Cue: Set an operational prompt that fires while sufficient recovery
runway remains.

Usable Handoff: Verify that the deliverable meets the agreed acceptance criteria
before transfer.

Structural Repair: If a milestone is missed, communicate the operatioral facts
immediately, adjust downstream delivery targets, protect colleaguies'
boundaries, and identify which step in the system failed.

3. Audit Results After Two Weeks: Review the loop with everyone involved.

o

O
O
O

Did early capture make handoffs more predictable?

Did reminders prompt action, or did they simply beccime noise?
Did the recipient receive usable outputs without needing to chase?
Did anyone vork unscheduled overtime to mzake up for delays?
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The Ownership Question

For the individual making a commitment:

“What processes ensure my progress, dependencies, and risks =re visible to colleagues
before anyone has to chase me for an update?”

For the leader structuring the organisation:

“Have | established feasible working conditions, vrotected core focus capacity, anc
provided clear escalation routes so my team car deliver reliably without burning out?”

Part Il has excrnined the fundamentals of sustainaole leadership: establishing clear
responsibiiity with support (Chapter 5), navigating directness and relational impact (Chapter 6),
balancing presence, masking, and personal choice (Chapter 7), and building operational
reliability through systemic support (Chapter 8).

Reliable leadership does not meai pretending to be flawless. It means understanding how our
way of working affects others, engineering processes that colleagues can depend on, and
taking responsibility for repairing systems when they fall short.

Part Il shifts focus outward. Once we understand our cwn cognitive and operational patierns,
we can engage more thoughtfully with the differing styles and working needs of those we lead.
Chapter 9 begins this work through curiosity witirout diagnosis—learning how to identify and
support what colleagues need to do their best work, while leaving each individual full
ownership of their personal identity.

Research and Source Notas

Chapter 5

1. International Labour Organization. (2016). Promoting diversity and inclusion through
workplace adjustments: A practical guide. ILO Publications. (Provides policy design and
reasonable accommodation frameworks; Gt an empirical clinical trial.)

2. Doyle, . (2020). Neurodiversity at work: a biopsychosocial model and the impact on
working adults. British Medical Bulletir, 135(1), 108-125. (Comprehensive
multidisciplinary review examining environmental barriers, assessment models, and
limitations in employment research.)

Chapter 6

1. Crompton, C. J.,, Roy.ar, D., Evans-Williams, C. V. M., Flvin, E. G., & Fletcher-Watson, S.
(2020). Autistic peer-to-peer information transfer i< highly effective. Autism, 24(7),
1704-1712. (Empirical story-diffusion study among 72 adults demonstrating that

G
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information fidelity is preserved within homogenous neurotype chains; cited to support
interactional mismatch hypotheses rather than clinical diagnostic claims.}

Foster, S. J., Ackerman, R. A., Wilks, C. E. H., Dodd, M., Calderon, R., Rawar, D.,
Fletcher-Watson, S., Crompton, C. J., & Sasson, N. J. (2025). Rapcort in same and mixed
neurotype groups of autistic and non-autistic adults. Autism, 2%(7), 1700-1710.
(Small-group activity study demonstrating asymmetry in rapport experiences; cited to
caution against assuming symmetrical experiences in mixed groups.)

Edmondson, A. (1999). Psychological safety and leariing behavior in work teams.
Administrative Science Quarterly, 44(2), 350-383. (Field study of 51 teams linking
psychological safety to learning behaviours anu performance; cited to emphasise

structured team conditions over superficia! executive invitations.)

Chapter 7

1.

Hull, L., Petrides, K. V., Allison, C, Smith, P., Baron-Cohen, S., Lai, M.-., & Mandy, W.
(2017). ‘Putting on My Best Ncemal': Social Camouflaging in Adui'ts with Autism
Spectrum Conditions. Jouirnal of Autism and Developmentai Oisorders, 47, 2519-2534.
(Qualitative study of 92 autistic adults detailing motivations, compensatory techniques,
and the severe cognitive fatigue of camouflaging.)

Hodge, E. K., & Meltzoff, K. K. (2026). The relationship between autistic camouflaging
and mental health: a scoping review. Frontiers ir: Psychiatry, 17, 17701615. (Scoping review
of 48 studiies demonstrating associations ketween camouflaging and psycheingical
distress, while highlighting methodological limitations in causal inference.)

Rayraaker, D. M., Teo, A. R., Steckler, N. A., Lentz, B., Scharer, M., Delos Santos, A., Kapp,
S. K., Hunter, M., Joyce, A., & Nicolaidis, C. (2020). ‘Having All of Your Internal Resources
Exhausted Beyond Measure and Being Left with No Clean-Up Crsw’: Defining Autistic
Burnout. Autism in Adulthood, 2(2), 132-143. (Community-bas«d participatory research
defining autistic burnou* as a distinct syndrome caused by cumulative life stressors and
mismatched environiental barriers.)

Chapter 8

1.

1o

3.

Lauder, K., McDowall, A., & Tenenbaum, H. R. (2022). A systematic review of
interventions to support adults with ADHD at work—Implications from the poucity of
context-specific research for theory and practice. Frontiers in Psychology, 13, 893469.
(Systematic review of 143 studies highlighting the clinical over-concentration and
severe shortage of empirical, ecologically valid workplace studies.)

Lauder, K., McDowall, A., & Tenenbaum, H. R. (2024). A meta-analysis of pharmacological
and psychosocial interventions aiming to improve work-relevant outcomes for adults
with ADHD. Neurodiversity, 2. (Meta-analysis of 23 studies showing broad work-relevant
benefits, while notiri; risks of bias and measurement Jiversity.)

Grinblat, N., & Ragenblum, S. (2023). Work-MAP Telehealth Metacognitive
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Work-Ferformance Intervention for Adults With ADHD: Randomized Controlled Trial.
OTJR: Occupational Therapy Journal of Research, 43(3), 435-445. (Inteivention study of
46 adults evaluating metacognitive strategies using self-rated goal cerformance
scales.)

Part |l: Practical Reference Protocols
Core Framework Architecture
[ Q: v Q\ 1

| 1. Respnnsi@&ity and Support Agreeme@ Core Governance) |
| Esta%lﬂ%hes deliverables, authnriﬂr\, capacity, and escalation rules.i

Iﬁ&%—i

Explicit Presence and

Protocol

| I
Communication Choice Reflection
| I
| N
(Field & Module) (Field 7 Priv )
Q;@e

1. Resperisibility and Support Agreement (Chapter 5)

e Recurring Responsibility: Name the specific ongoing project, operational cycle, or
portfolio.

e Outcome and Acceptance Criteria: What specific output must be delivered, to what
verified standard, and by when?

e Contribution and Systemic Friction: What core capabilities are being leveraged? What
operational botticnecks or communication gaps need to be mitigated?

e Governance and Retained Authorities: Who coordinates delivery? Who retains finz!
sign-off, technical authority, and resource discretion?

e Suppcrt Resources and Capacity: What explicit support is provided (e.g., templates,
megating buffers, protected blocks, adrinistrative coordination)?

e xceptions and Early Warning Triggers: What changes in circumstances require
immediate escalation, and who is authorised to reallocate work?

e Continuity and Information Boundaries: What are the handover arrangements during
planned or unplanned leave? What operational details neec to be shared across the
team?

e Review Schedule: Agree on a formal date to review <i<iivery, capacity, and system
performance.
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2. Explicit Communication Agreement (Chapter 6)

>

Focus Scenario: Which recurring, high-friction conversation or review ca2quires a
structured protocol?

Participation and Information Access: What briefing documents. agendas, and
processing intervals are required prior to discussion?

Respectful Scrutiny Method: How should technical concerns be framed (naming the
specific metric, identifying the dependency, and inviting operational context)?

Pause and Clarify Mechanism: How do team membh:ars signal the need to pause a
discussion or clarify an ambiguous statement?

Direct Feedivack and Timelines: Through what channels should feedback be deiivered,
and within what timeframe must a response be provided?

Leaaership Accountability: What specific actions will leaders take to protect open
dissent and avoid defensive or punitive reactions?

Repair and Formal Escalation: How will misunderstandings and put:tc
mischaracterisations be cor-ected? What formal reporting charinels remain available if
informal repair is ineffecti/e?

Review Schedule: Set & date to evaluate whether critical issues are being raised earlier
and handled constructively.

3. Presence and Choice Reflection (Chapter 7)

(A private analvical tool for personal reflection; share only functional work requests with
colleagues.)

“rofessional Scenario: What event, regular meeting, or environment requires significant
cognitive or sensory effort?

Current Strategy and Value: What coping strategies do you cutrently use, and how do
they support your work?

Effort and Recovery Cost: What does this strategy cost it energy, fatigue, and recovery
time? What professional risks make changing it feel daunting?

Voluntary Practical Adjustment: What small, sustainable change in the environment,
schedule, or presentation will you test?

Functional Communication: What practicz! arrangements need to be communicated to
orgarisers, and how can this be framea without diagnostic disclosure?

Accountability Protection: How will vou ensure your core deliverables, decisions, and
handoffs remain reliable?

Contingency Planning: If the adjustment proves unworkable or disrupts the team, what
is your fallback approach?

Review Date: Set a date to evaluate your energy, performance, and working
relationships, and decide whether to maintain, adjust, cr end the experiment.
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4. Commitment and Repair Protocol (Chapter 8)

>

Deliverable and Acceptance Standerd: Name the output, the single ovrer, the recipient,
the acceptance criteria, and the handoff time.

Systemic Capture: Where is the task logged, and how is its status tracked across the
team?

Initiation Step and Protected Focus: What is the discrete starting action, and when is the
dedicated work block scheduled?

Action Cue and Early Warning: What triggers task initiation? By what time must an
emerging delay be escalated, and to whom?

Support Baundaries: What tools and allocations apply? Who authorises additional
resources if capacity is exceeded?

Usabh'e Handoff: How is completion verified, version control confirmed, and unresolved
variables communicated to the recipient?

Operational Repair: In the event of a delay, state the gap clearly, a=«nowledge the
operational impact, set a regiistic revised handoff, and protect colleagues from
absorbing the cost.

Review Date: Set a daiz to review delivery rates, lead times on warnings, hours lost to
rework, and overtime. Decide whether to maintain, simplify, or adjust the protocol.
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Part lll: See Their Spikes

Part Ill examines how leaders can undersiand another person’s working nes<s while remaining
fuliy accountable for the delivery of wcrk and the institutional power of rrianagement. Its core
oeliverable is a jointly authored responsibility and support agreement, extending the
foundation established in Chapter 5.

The four practices introduced across these chapters—the operating conversation, task brief,
feedback record, and conflict inquiry—provide detail an<i precision where an operational
responsibility requtiras them. They are designed to inte:grate into existing workflows, nct to
function as four parallel reporting burdens.

Structure of Part IlI

e Chapter 9: Curiosity without diagnosis
Establishes how to investigzie operational friction and working <onditions without
categorising or diagnosing the individual.
e Chapter 10: Usable instiuctions
Translates that open inquiry into explicit, unambiguous delegation and task architecture.
e Chapter 11: Feedback against standards and conditions
Examines performance and feedback in the context of actual operational conditiars
rather than assumed deficits.
e Chapter 12: Conflict across meaning, priority and authority
Investigates misunderstandings and adisputes where divergent interpretations,
competing priorities, or unclear decision rights collide.

Across each chapter, the core framework remains anchored in three <lisciplines:

e Amplify: Which contribution should be developed?
e Architect: Which conditions enable it?
e Own: Who will act, and who can decide?

While Part Il applied these questions to the leader’s cwn profile, Part Il demonstrates how they
function wher the person being supported is a ccileague or direct report.

Reading; and Application Notes

¢ Teaching Cases: All case studies throughout Part lll are fictional composites designed
for instruction. Nadia’s supervisory scenario continues from Chapter 7; the
procurement, reportina. and launch cases explore separate organisational settings.

e Nature of the Tools: The frameworks and templates provided are practical coordination
and learning tools. They are not clinical diagnostic instruments, psychological profiling
systems, or validated medical interventions.

S
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e Research and Documentation: Chapter-specific research notes appear directly after
Chapter 12. Editable templates follow the notes; leaders should record ciily what is
operationally necessary to maintain the agreement and respect agreed sharing
boundaries.

G7
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Chapter 9: Curiosity without diagnosis

At the end of a planning meeting, Nadia acks Sipho whether he understands the revised
delivery schedule. He says yes. The following morning, his analysis still follows the earlier
priorities. Nadia has already promised the client a different sequence, and a colleague must
now reconcile two competing versions of the work. To Nadia, the incident confirms a troubling
pattern: Sipho contributes thoughtful analysis but appears to miss instructions that everyone
else seems to follow. She wants to support him, yet she is heginning to wonder whether he can
manage the pace of the role.

Sipho experiences the same meeting differently. Trree people spoke over one another, Nadia
changed the delivery sequence halfway through, and the discussion ended without an explicit
summary oi what had been decided. He understood the possible options; he did not
understand which option had become the confirmed instruction. When Naciia asked whether
he understood, he assumed she was reterring to the underlying analysis. iHe also knew that
asking another question at the end of an impatient meeting might make him appear
unprepared. He left intending o check his interpretation later, only to be swallowed by a stream
of urgent requests.

Nadia is the autistic director introduced in Chapter 7. Here she manages Sipho, an analyst
whose neurotype is unspecified. Her own experience of preparation and processing may help
her recognise that a question is worth asking. It cannot explain Sipho's difficulty for him. Several
explanatiors remain plausible: unclear delegation, excessive cognitive load, reluctance to
questior: authority, or an ordinary mistake. Her next conversation will determine whether he can
explain the barrier safely or feels compelled to defend his competence before the inquiry even
begins.

Part Il asked leaders to understand their own working patterns and take responsibility for their
impact. Part lll extends that responsibility to the people they lead. Your explanation of another
person’s behaviour directily affects their assignments, reputation, and career prospects. You
can investigate and adjust the conditions of useful work without deciding what category =z
colleague belongs to. Curiosity becomes a disciplined leadership practice when it produces an
agreement the colleague recognises, built on corimitments both parties can realicti zally carry
out.

Obszerve the work before explaining the person

Use the distinction established in Chapter 2 between observation and! explanation. Nadia can
identify an observable mismatch between the analysis and her intended priorities, along with
the concrete time lost reconciling the two versions. She cannat determine a processing
difference or a diagnostic iabel from that mismatch. Beginning with the work allows her to
address a genuine buziness problem while keeping its underlying cause open to inquiry.

Ge
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A productive opening describes the discrepancy and invites correction:

“Yesterday | intended us to prioritise the client comparison, but this morning’s analysis
followed the original sequence. \W/e had to revise it before sending it on. | want to
understand where our acccunts of the decision diverged. What did you understand we
had agreed?”

This phrasing names the outcome and its operational impact, including Nadia’s intended
message. It gives Sipho concrete ground to stand on rather than forcing him to defend his
attention, capability, or commitment.

The colleague’s account is essential information, hut it does not need to settle every question
immediately. Sipho might remember the sequence differently. Nadia might discover that client
requirements shifted again after the meeting. They can compare the action lcg, relevant
messages, and document versions without treating differences in recall ac dishonesty. Where
the record remains ambiguous, the zgreement should address how decisions will be
documented next time. A managai can act on a plausible operation=l barrier while keeping its
diagnostic explanation entireiy provisional.

This discipline is critical when differences are easy to notice. A pause before answering, atyrical
eye contact, a strong preference for written communication, repeated requests for
clarification, or withdrawal from a noisy room often invite confident conclusions. Yet identical
behaviours cat: nave distinct origins across lancuage, culture, neurodivergence, fatigue, or the
dynamics 2f the relationship itself. Even well-intentioned cultural awareness degenerates into
stereotvping if a manager assigns meaning without asking the individual. Observe what
happened, examine its relevance to the work, and leave room for an expiznation you did not
anticipate.

Ask about processing in the context of a task

Questions about processing work best when anchored to a specific, recent activity. Broad
inquiries such as “How does your brain work?” are invasive, abstract, and difficult to answer
productively. By contrast, “When the priorities shifted yesterday, what helped you follcw the
decision, and what made it harder?” provides a shiared reference point.

The ansvver might involve:

The volume and density of information presented
The pace of verbal discussion

Competing communiczation channels

Insufficient time to assess operational dependencies
An implicit expectation that was never made explicit
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It is equally possible that the colleague understood the instruction clearly and made an
unrelated error later.

Avoid forcing artificial choices between being a visual, verbal, or written thinker. A colleague
may need an exploratory conversaticn to grasp an unfamiliar problem, a written summary to
anchor the final decision, and ar: interactive demonstration to master a software tool. The
relevant question is practical: Which combination enables effective work for this specific task
under these specific conditions? Ask whether advance materials would help, whether pausing
before deciding would improve discussion quality, and h<w they prefer to verify an ambiglicus
instruction. If an oren question creates cognitive paral'vsis, offer two or three concrete cotions
to consider.

Inquire abaut internal effort, not just visible output. Statements such as “/ get it done, but |
spend my evenings reconstructing what was decided” reveal unsustainable: costs that polished
deliverables often mask. A colleague riay also struggle to pinpoint the friction immediately.
Invite them to observe a single recuiring friction point over the comirng week, without imposing
burdensome diaries or self-anzlysis. Actionable self-knowledge develops through small,
supported experiments; it rarsly arrives fully formed in an initial conversation.

Make expectations and working conditions discussable

Curiosity must examine the manager’s own assumptions. Ask what the colleague und=rstands
success to mean, which choices they have authority to make independently, when they are
expected to escalate, and how they should nevigate competing priorities. You may discover
that the underlying friction is structural rather than cognitive.

If Sipho assumed that altering the sequence required sign-off from aratner project lead, telling
him to become “more proactive” !caves that structural ambiguity unresolved. Clarifying
decision rights and authority routes solves the problem directly.

Working conditions also encompass the physical and digital environment. Ambient noise,
constant interruptions, shifting rotas, unstable connectivity, and fragmented task-switching
directly degrade cognitive stamina. Feasible interventions vary:

e Inac¢rnaller team, it may mean quiet briefing spaces and a shared, written task record.
e In alarger organisation, it may require dedicated quiet zones or accessible project
management software.

Start with the specific operational barrier identified by the person, then examine proportionate
responses. Do not assume that expensive technology is mandatory, nor that low-cost
adjustments will always suffice.

Asking “What suppori do you need?” often places an unfair burden on the colleague. It forces

160
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them to diagnouse the system, architect a solution, and justify its legitimacy. Share that design
work. For example:

“We could log confirmed priority shifts directly in the shared tracker; or reserve five
minutes at the close of planning to lock in the sequence. Woulq' either of those help, or
is the friction somewhere <lse?”

This invites the colleague to select, adjust, or discard options. An offer remains genuinely
collaborative only when declining a suggestion is not interpireted as resistance or an
unwillingness to imgrove.

Give disclosure a genuine choice

Discussing working conditions is fundamentally different from soliciting a medical diagnosis. A
manager who remarks, “You seem a bit ADHD to me,” has categorised the employee, however
warm the delivery. Asking “Have you ever been assessed?” nudges a professional conversation
Into private health matters without operational necessity. A manager’s personal curiosity never
justifies crossing that boundary. Focus on what happens in the work and what conditions
enable it; do not use the meeting to validate private clinical theories.

Meaningful voluntary disclosure requires explicit contrc! over whether to disclose, to whoir;,
how much, and for what purpose:

e Disclosing to an immediate line manager does not imply permission to inform the wider
team.

e Sharing a diagnostic term does not obligate an individual to narrate their medical history
or become the company’s informal educator.

e Describing a functional bairier does not require adopting a cliriical label.

e Using an identity term d«es not require presenting medical documentation.

These represent distinct categories of personal information; none should be expanded into an
exhaustive individual profile.

Establish transparent boundaries early:

“We can examine what makes this woriflow effective without discussing personal
iealth or diagnoses. If there is personal context you choose to share, we will agree how
that information is handled before you share it.”

Back this boundary with practical clarity. State plainly who will have access to the working
agreement, where it will be stored, and the precise limits of contidentiality that apply. Never
promise absolute secrecy it organisational governance or legai obligations prevent it. If formal
statutory accommodartions require medical verification through human resources or
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occupational health, outline that specific administrative route rather than attempting an
informal assessment yourself.

There are valid reasons why an individusi may choose to disclose. They may seek formal
s*cwutory protections, access specialist adjustments, explain a consistent pattern, or simply
oring their whole identity to work. Respecting boundaries must never make disability
unspeakable. When a colleague chooses to disclose, receive it with dignity, adopt their
preferred terminology, and ask what they need you to understand or adjust. Resist substituting
their reality with patrenising tropes about “superpowers” or exceptional creative talent. A
diagnosis may be foundational to an employee’s identity and access needs without
predetermining what their workplace contribution will be.

What employee research can tell us

Romualdez, Walker, and Remington exemined the experiences of 24 cliniczily diagnosed autistic
adults in the UK employment sector. Farticipants reported mixed outcoiries following
disclosure. The study identified thirze decisive factors shaping thess experiences: managerial
understanding of autism, the availability of practical adaptations, and wider organisational
culture. Because the sample was small and predominantly White, the study illuminates
qualitative dynamics rather than statistical prevalence, and its findings cannot be assumed to
apply uniformly across different neurodivergent profilez, sectors, or cultural contexts.

The operationei lesson is straightforward: a warr invitation to disclose does not dernonstrate a
safe workpiuce. Employees carefully weigh the downstream risks of disclosure. A leader
reduces uncertainty not through reassuring rhetoric, but by honouring commitments,
delivering agreed adaptations, and safeguarding personal data. Dependable action matters far
more than an encouraging tone.

In a separate study, Bury and colleagues tracked 33 autistic empioyees participating in two
industry-led employment initiatives. Their findings underscored how evolving responsibilities,
organizational transitions, and workplace relationships continuously shift an individual's support
requirements. While these programmes operated within structured, corporate environments
with a predominantly male cohort—limiting direct ceneralisation—the insight is clear: working
agreements must be periodically revisited. An iniiial support conversation should naver be
treated as a permanent solution.

When a helpful question becomes pressure

Power differentials alter how questions are heard. What a manager considers a supportive
invitation, an employee may experience as an interrogation with airect consequences for their
performance rating and job security. Protesting “You can tell ine anything” does not neutralise
that dynamic. Safety is proven by practice: Can the colleague decline to answer a personal
question, correct their manager’s interpretation, request time to reflect, or choose an alternate
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communication channel without subtle penalty?

Provide topics in advance, allowing the peiszon to respond verbally, in writing, <r alongside a
chosen support representative where appropriate. If an employee prefers (o focus strictly on
fask boundaries, respect that bouraary. A closed door does not make a conversation safe;
procedural equity, clear options, and the genuine freedom to decline personal disclosure do.

Consider how this applies if Sipho counters:

“When | try to clarify which option is final, you cut me off and say we've already

.,

discussed it.
Nadia’s first. task is to give that observation space:

“Help me understand that. Can we look at where | cut across, and wtiat remained
ambiguous for you?”

She must let him finish before expiaining her intent. If she recognises the behaviour, she should
acknowledge it plainly:

“You're right. | closed the discussion before the decision was clear, which left you
without a usable instruction. Let’s fix that.”

Neither uncritical agreement with every detail ncr immediate self-justification is required to
take feedhack seriously.

Part of the corrective action rests squarely on Nadia. She must allow questions to reach
completion, state decisions clearly, and invite written verification. Sipt« should not be required
to manage his manager’s emotioral comfort or train her in basic de!sgation. They can
subsequently review an upcaming priority change to evaluate w!iether the new communication
path works.

Where accounts of past events diverge, record the difference neutrally and verify objectie
workflow data. If an employee describes persistent inarginalisation, systemic bias, or adverse
treatment for raising concerns, direct the matter to an independent, formal route rather than
attempting to contain it within an informal ccaching discussion.

Nadia may offer examples from her own autistic processing, but she must not turn them into
normative standards: “Written confirmation helps me keep track, but | want to understand what
supports your workflow best.” Because of her managerial authority, iraming her preferences as
universal would impose new hurdens. An accommodation that liberates one autistic individual
can hinder another. Sipho does not need to mirror Nadia’s coJnitive profile to receive clear,
usable instructions.
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A counterexample that keeps inquiry honest

Consider Elena, an analyst whose deliverakles consistently arrive behind schecule. Her
manager assumes that written checklists and extended processing time wiil resolve the
proolem. Elena clarifies that she understands the tasks thoroughly anc! executes them
efficiently within the allocated hcours. The delays stem from two department heads issuing
competing urgent demands, with neither willing to negotiate delivery dates. Sending additional
prompts simply floods her inbox with noise while leaving the conflicting deadlines intact. The
required intervention is not personal accommodation, but executive workload reprioritisation
and clear governance.

In a different scenario, an inquiry might reveal that an employee had unambiguous instructions,
workable ~onditions, and agreed support, yet repeatedly chose to bypass mandatory
compliance steps. That calls for an objective conversation about professionai responsibility and
consequences.

Curiosity does not mean assuming that every difficulty is an unaddressed accommodation
need, nor does a failed experirnent prove that an employee is acting in bad faith. Genuine
curiosity enables a manager to diagnose the operational reality accurately before deciding on
the appropriate response. Chapter 11 develops this distinction through the feedback process.

The Collaborative Operating Conversation

Use the Collaborative Operating Conversation to establish the responsibility and support
agreement introduced in Chapter 5, approached from the colleague's perspective. Keep the
initial scope tightly bounded. Attempting to map every conceivable working preference at once
yields an intrusive questionnaire and a shelf-document nobody consulis. The agreement is a
working covenant around operational tasks, not an inventory of psvchological traits.



The Spiky Leader: Neurodiversity, Resnonsibility, and the Design of Collective Capability Eric Michot

| 1. clarify Purpose & Route -\
-Ik - Define operational f@: s
Q)Q'[ - Confirm d15c195ur&?15 voluntary |

¥

s

specific friction pnian
arate observation from in ent

2. Compa % ncrete Examples
- Re

&

< A
3. Examine Cnnd1tmq?‘& Trade-offs
- Clarify decﬁﬁn rights
- Check impacts on team capacity

i\ ! &

v A\
\@Q /\V
?\
| 4QFormalise & Commit ~
S Document in the colleague's voice

— Set review date & review criteria

1. Clarify Purpose anu Route

Nadia sends the agenda before meeting: she wants to review how shifting deadlines are
communicated and establish an unambiguous process. She gives Sipho the option of
submitting his thoughts in writing beforehand. Sihe states clearly that the discussion focuses on
the design of the work and that personal medical disclosure is neither expected nor required. If
an uncieriying performance standard is at risk, she names it directly; she does not disguise a
periormance evaluation as a casual welfare check.

2. Compare a Concrete Example

Nadia outlines the discreparcy between the requested priorities and the delivered draft, noting
the rework required. Sinho pinpoints where he lost certainty regarding the final decision.
Together, they examine the meeting notes, message logs, and mutual assumptions. Nadia
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acknowledges that she failed to close the session with an unambiguous directive. Sipho
acknowledges that he proceeded without confirming the sequence. Neither has to adopt a
diagnostic label to resolve those operational facts.

3. Examine the Surrounding Conditions

Nadia asks what mechanisms wculd help Sipho distinguish exploratory discussion from
confirmed decisions, and how he prefers to raise ambiguities. Sipho requests a single
authoritative location for confirmed task sequences. They avaluate client deadlines alongside
the capacity of the cclleague who had to reconcile the crafts. Any support arrangement rnust
be sustainable for the wider team; it cannot quietly transfer an unmanageable burden cnto
peers.

4. Formalise the Agreement and Commit

Draft the agreement in plain, practical language that Sipho recognises, paired with clear
commitments from Nadia. Allow hirri sufficient time to review and edit the draft. Establish who
has access to the record, agree ¢n an unambiguous review date, arid define fallback steps if
the process breaks down unraer pressure.

Worked Responsibility and Support Agreement
Operational Challenge

Discerning which priority changes are confirm=d when multiple scenarios are discussed
verbally in planning meetings.

Agreed Workflow Commitments

e Primary Task Record: For the next two weeks, Nadia will log confirmed delivery
sequences and dead'ines directly into our shared project tracker before requesting
revisions.

e Verification: Sipho will review the tracker before commencing work. If a verbal
instruction appears to contradict the record, he will pause and request written
clarification in the tracker.

e Urgent Exceptions: When immediate changes are essential, Nadia will expiicitly state:
“Tiis is a confirmed instruction replzcing task X,” and specify when the tracker will be
updated.

Ownership and Governance

e Sipho owns: Delivering the analysis according to the confirmed sequence and quality
standard.
e Nadia owns: Reconciling competing requests from other project leads and confirming
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decision rights.
e Contingency: If Nadia is unavailable, Sipho will consult the designated secondary lead
before proceeding on conflicting priorities.

Rexiew Criteria (Date: 16 October)

e Track the incidence of avoidable draft revisions and clarification time across the next
three schedule adjustments.

e Evaluate whether Sipho is still spending out-of-houis time deciphering task instructions.

e \Verify that maintaining the shared tracker has riot placed an unreasonable
administrative burden on project colleagues.

Confidentiaiity and Distribution

This record outlines operational procedures only. It will be stored in the shered supervisory
folder accessible only to Nadia and Si:»no. It contains no speculative nctes regarding personal
health, neurology, or diagnostic nategories.

Record agreements without creating a speculative profile

Written documentation exists to coordinate work, not tc catalogue personality. An instruction
like “Confirm sequence changes in the project tracker” gives both parties clear operational
guidance. A note reading “Probably autistic; exhikiiz difficulty with change” introduces
unverified diagnostic speculation that can prej :dice an employee’s career long after the
manager moves on.

e Never enter speculative diagnostic hypotheses in management logs, talent reviews, or
HR files.

e Never feed unstructured 2mployee interactions into autornated systems or Al tools to
profile personal traits.

e Keep standard op:«rational agreements separate from confidential medical data
submitted through formal disability channels.

e Provide colleagues the right to review, correct, and update agreements as role< evolve.

Operational adjustments must never become an informal ceiling on career advaricement.
Requiring detailed written briefs or structured decision agendas does not mean an individual
lacks the capacity for senior leadership or strategic insight. Keep working conditions,
denmonstrated performance, and development pathways tied strictly to evidence rather than
permanent categorisations.

Test one change an< remain answerable for your part

Select one recurring task and invite a colleague to refine its operating agreement. Establish a
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baseline from recent work, then test an agreed modification across two weeks or a single
delivery cycle. Rely on existing project artefacts rather than inventing parallel msnagement
systems.

Assess both output and total effort. including the capacity of peers subporting the
arrangement. Eliminating reworl 's an empty victory if the colleague now spends an hour each
night managing the accommodation itself.

During the review, address three fundamental questions:

1. Does the recorded agreement accurately refiect your experience?
2. Did the agreed adjustment remove the actual barrier?
3. Did you feel genuinely free to push back or decline suggestions?

Adjust, maintain, or retire the arrangement based on what the evidence reveals. A single
workplace experiment cannot validaie a universal model of neuroinclusive leadership. It does,

The central leadership question remains: Which structural barrier or ambiguity am | responsible
for removing, and how will my colleague know that | have removed it? Nadia’s curiosity
becomes credible when she confirms instructions, insiiates her team from conflicting
demands, and listens without defensiveness. Sipho remains accountable for the quality of his
output. Their sriared operational understanding ~an remain provisional without leaving their
practical ccmmitments vague.

That discipline of clarity and shared responsibility forms the foundation upon which Chapter 10
builds usable instructions.
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Chapter 10: Work instructions that people can use

Martin asks Yasmin to prepare a short ccnparison of three suppliers for Thursday’s
management meeting. He explains the context while walking between anpointments, forwards
a sprawling email chain, and closes with: “Just give us something we can make a decision on.”
When Yasmin asks whether cost is the primary factor, he replies, “Cost matters, obviously, but
use your judgment.”

She spends the next two days verifying pricing, drafting a rigorous comparison, and surfacirg
key assumptions hiaden in the quotations. When Mariin opens the paper, he is frustratec. He
expected a single, clear recommendation complete with implementation risks; Yasmin has
produced ar 2axhaustive comparison without choosing a supplier.

From Martin's perspective, he delegated to an experienced professional anc received work that
still requires him to finish the thinking. He has a meeting to chair and little time to reshape the
document. From Yasmin's perspective, recommending a single supplier meant resolving
trade-offs she lacked the authority to settle. One quotation was cheaper but assumed access
to facilities the organisation could not guarantee. Another offered a demonstrably stronger
service but exceeded the preliminary budget Martin had mentioned weeks earlier. His
instruction to “use your judgment” invited professional analysis, not permission to adjust
budgets or accep* operational liabilities.

Neither persor's neurotype is specified. The breakdown is already entirely intelligible: the
instructicn failed to establish what decision the paper should support, which constraints
governed the recommendation, or how Yasmin could resolve uncertainty. Martin's deep
familiarity with the assignment allowed him to omit the very logic she needed. Both now bear
the cost.

Chapter 9 examined how tc explore working needs without categorising a colleague. This
chapter translates that coiversation into daily delegation. Its guiding principle is
straightforward: clarity depends on both the message and the route through which the
recipient receives, examines, and acts upon it. A bezutifully written brief is useless if it eirives
too late, contradicts verbal instructions, or leaves rnecessary authority ambiguous. Leadership
includes decigning a usable route to the agreed outcome; the colleague remainc accountable
for the work itself, including raising uncertainties through that route.

Define the result and its purpose

An instruction becomes actionable when the recipient understancs what the work will enable.

e “Compare the supbiiers” describes an activity.
e “Prepare a reccammendation that enables the management team to select a supplier
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within our approved budget” defines a result and a decision.

The second instruction leaves generous room for professional judgment, but anchors that
judament to an explicit purpose. Yasmir: can immediately determine which operational details
rmatter and which would merely add <iutter.

Explain the intended audience and the stage of work. Is this an exploratory scan, a discussion
draft, a final paper ready for executive sign-off, or an external communication to bidders? Each
represents a distinct assignment. If Martin wants a final recommendation but the managemenit
team has not agree”;i on the governing trade-offs, the appropriate task may first be a coicise
decision paper framing what leadership must resolve. Clarifying the brief often reveals that an
organisation is riot yet ready for the final output it requested. That discovery is valuable
progress, @ven when it shifts the timetable.

Define the required output clearly without assuming every worthwhile task can be reduced to a
mechanical specification. In strategic, research, or creative work, the azilverable may be a set
of viable options rather than an artificial single answer. State what rnust be resolved, what
remains open, and where unc.aitainty must be made visible:

e Preserves inquiry: “ldentify the strongest option, outline the trade-offs, and state what
assumptions could alter your recommendatior.”

e forces compliance: “Select this supplier and build a comparison that justifies the
choice”

Clear phrasing cannot redeem an instruction that simply demands confirmation of a foregone
conclusion.

Make acceptance criteria visible before completion

Acceptance criteria define the specific conditions that make werk ready for its intended use. In
this instance, Martin migiht require:

Total comparative cost (including hidden implementation fees).
Capacity and confirmed delivery timelines.
Key operational risks.

W DN -~

A reasoned recommendation with uniresolved dependencies highlightea.

He sthould state clearly which elements are mandatory and which are secondary. Yasmin should
know in advance whether an unverified quote renders the paper inccmplete, or whether a
clearly labelled estimate is acceptable. Criteria introduced only during the final review function
as a moving target.

Avoid replacing vague instructions with an overwhelming inventory of micro-requirements.
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Structure the brief with a clear visual hierarchy:

The desired result and decision
Essential criteria and boundaries
Known constraints and dep=iidencies
Supporting context and reverence links

Separate detailed background from the core instruction. Define specialised abbreviations or
acronyms if the colleague is newer to the context. Where ceadlines carry operational
dependencies, be pracise: “Ready for my review by 14:00 on Wednesday” prevents the
misunderstandings inherent in “Ready for Thursday’s meeting.” Include time zones when
working acrosz dispersed teams.

Quality also depends on explicit boundaries of authority. State whether the colleague is
authorised to:

e Contact external vendors directly or issue formal clarifications.
e Make working assumgiions regarding unconfirmed data.
e Negotiate rates, alter scope, or commit organisational funds.

Telling an employee to “take ownership” becomes an univair trap when they are forced to
resolve consequential ambiguities, only to be reproached later for the decisions they made.
Sound delegation clarifies precisely where autorcmous judgment is expected and vinere
decisions mist remain with senior leadership.

Negotiate the communication route

People take in and process informgation differently:

e Written instructions prcvide an objective, searchable rec.ord that can be revisited and
audited against sr.cpe shifts.

e Spoken dialogue allows colleagues to explore ambiguous context, ask real-time
questions, and gauge priority and tone.

e Demonstrations make practical workflows znd physical sequences visible.

e Anncrated examples illustrate benchmark standards and depth of reasoring.

These routes are rarely mutually exclusive: they are most effective when combined
thougntfully. Avoid reducing a colleague to a rigid identity such as “a visual thinker,” or
assuming a specific diagnosis dictates a single communication channel.

Ask directly what delivery method makes an instruction reliable:

e One colleague rnay thrive with a concise bulleted irief followed by a five-minute
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check-iii call.

e Another may need an end-to-end demonstration paired with an accessile digital
checklist.

s A third may absorb complex nuances best through conversatior, provided agreed
outcomes are recorded in writing immediately afterwards.

Examine the delivery mechanism for hidden friction. A screenshot of text cannot be read by
screen-reading tools; a voice note is difficult to parse in a ncisy shared office or review later for
exact details; and an unformatted, dense document can cuscure core priorities even wher: ail
the facts are presen?. Ensure the medium functions etectively in the recipient’s actual werking
environment.

Distinguish preference from access need

A preference concerns a method someone finds pleasant or habitual. An acess need
concerns an obstacle to obtaining, £rocessing, or using information essential to the work.

The distinction is not always obvious from the outside. A colleague who requests written
instructions may prefer havir:g an archive, or they may experience auditory processing
differences that make retaining rapid verbal sequences extraordinarily difficult. A manager’s
inability to perceive the underlying barrier does not mean the barrier is trivial.

Explore functiconai friction without requiring someacne to disclose medical history or prove an
identity:

e ‘What becomes difficult when instructions come through this channel?”
e “What approaches have worked well for you on similar tasks?”
“What happens when that fcrmat is unavailable?”

Where practical, implement sensible adjustments immediately vwhile exploring sustainable
working patterns. Formai iR or occupational processes may be appropriate for complex
accommodations, but they do not substitute for regular, candid supervisory communication.
Equally, a single smooth project does not mean an underlying access need has permar:ntly
disappeared.

Managers ‘iave access needs as well. A neurodivergent manager who experiences executive
fatigue around extensive written briefs siiould not be forced into unsustainable documentation
practices. Martin might dictate a voice memo that generates a structured transcript, use an
established delegation template, or capture commitments directly in a project management
board during a brief call. Yasmin should not have to spend hours piecing together fragmented
messages; Martin should n<t have to produce administrative treatises. Usable systems share
the cognitive load fairly.
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Use exampies to explain standards

Telling a colleague to “make the paper mor= strategic” provides almost no actionable guidance.
An annotated sample of an earlier papsr shows immediately:

e The expected depth and brevity of analysis.
e How trade-offs and options are structured.
e How risks, dependencies, and assumptions are presented.

Be explicit about what the sample illustrates. If it demonstrates concise risk appraisal, note that
clearly; otherwise, the colleague may assume they must replicate its exact layout, length, tone,
and visual styling. Redact sensitive client data anc' ubsolete numbers before sharing past
materials.

Examples should illuminate standards rather than constrain originality. Unlcss an exact
regulatory or corporate template is nxandatory, a strong sample represents just one way to
achieve the outcome.

It can be equally instructive ic share an insufficient example: a paper that lists raw supplier fees
without disclosing their operational prerequisites, or one that recommends a vendor while
ignoring delivery risk. Contrasting strong and weak worl clarifies how quality is evaluated. A
repository of unannotated documents merely leaves the reader guessing which unspcken rules
each one embociies.

Allow *irne to process and check understanding

A rapid response demonstrates only that someone answered quickly; it does not confirm
comprehension. Closing a hurried conversation with “All clear?” invites polite agreement while
providing no room to evaluate cicpendencies or identify contradictions.

Provide materials early erough for genuine review. Agree upfront when an initial review should
happen and when the person can return with considered questions. Processing time must be
treated as an integral component of the workflow, not an unexpected administrative deiay.

Test alignmen: through the architecture of the assignment itself:

e “Tcensure we're aligned, what is th& core decision this document needs to enable?”
e “Which dependencies or decisions do you need from me before you can finalise the
recommendation?”

Martin can then summarise his own obligations: “I will confirm the iacilities availability and the
budget ceiling by Tuesday in:idday so you can finalise the options.”

Restating a brief demaonstrates current understanding; it does not guarantee feasibility. A
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colleague may iully understand the assignment and still lack the time, resources, or authority to
deliver it. Invite those operational realities into the open early. If there is a fundarnental
disagreement about what can be achiev:, resolve it before treating the assignment as
accspted.

What the evidence supborts

In a survey of 98 employers and employees in a UK city conducted by Petty and colleagues, 15
per cent of participants identified as autistic. Their recom:r.iendations highlighted clear
instructions and struictured workplace adjustments. However, the authors noted that these
findings drew heavily on educational contexts. The study offers qualitative insight into
employee excearience rather than experimental proof that a single brief format guarantees
improved berformance, and its findings cannot be unthinkingly generalised across every
neurodivergent professional.

Similarly, the World Wide Web Consartium’s (W3C) supplemental guidance on cognitive
accessibility advocates breaking c.omplex tasks into clear steps, providing concrete examples,
placing instructions directly where actions are taken, and avoiding dense blocks of text. While
these guidelines were formuiated for digital user interfaces rather than managerial delegation,
their underlying logic translates well into the design of workplace briefs. They remain practicai
extensions to test with your team, rather than rigid orgznisational laws.

Together, the evidence supports intentional desian over rigid prescription. A written brief, an
annotated example, and a collaborative discussion address different cognitive and practical
needs. Tie operational test is simple: can the colleague locate the instruction, apply the
criteria, and access the authority required to act?

A counterexample: excessive prescription

Imagine Martin attempts to fix his mistake by issuing a dense, ten-page specification. He
requires Yasmin to score cach supplier across twenty evenly weighted metrics and follow the
paragraph structure of a previous corporate review.

The low-cost supplier still depends on unverified facilities; the premium supplier still exceeds
the historicai budget. Yasmin can fill out every rew in the scorecard, but she still cannot
determine which constraint governs the choice. The mathematical average may even conceal
the decisive facility risk behind an artificiaily high overall score. If Martin then criticises her for
nct providing a decisive recommendation, he has compounded the error: he has
micro-managed an experienced analyst’s method while abdicating i:is own managerial
responsibility.

A useful instruction establishes the decision, sets the non-ri«gotiable boundaries, and states
who holds the authority to adjust them. Yasmin is then free to deploy her analytical expertise,
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presenting a conditional recommendation if leadership has not yet settled the operational
dependencies. Detailed instructions are vital when executing a mandatory comsliance
procedure; they become counterproductive when they replace necessary managerial
decisions with bureaucratic busywork.

The Task Agreement Template

Use this template for assignments with identifiable deliverables and decisions. It can be
integrated into your project management software, docurnented in an email summary, or
logged following a verbal briefing. Its purpose is to structure mutual commitments, not
generate red tape ior routine queries.

Task Agreement: Supplier Selection Paper

Dimension

Purpose & Result

Authority &
Boundaries

Usable Route

Capacity &

Priority

Timeline &
Exceptions

Revisions &
Completion

Debrief & Review

Agreed Commitment

Enable the management team to select a supplier for the new service.
Yasmin wili prepare a concise recommendation paper evaluating total
cost, capacity, delivery timing, and operational risks.

Yasmin is authorised to clarify quotations directly with suppliers, but may
not agree to terms or commit funds. Martin must confirm the approved
budget ceiling and facility access by Tuesday at 12:00. Contract
negotiation is out of scope.

The current brief and supplier proposals will sit in a shared project folder.
Yasmin will review them before an alignment check-in. Martin will
provide an annotated sample showing the expected c<spth of analysis;
method and structure remain Yasmin's discretion.

Martin i ring-fence Yasmin’s time by reassighing secondary
administrative tasks if urgent operational issues arise during the two-day
drafting window.

First draft ready for Martin’s review by Wednesday at 14:00 ahead of
Thursday’s meeting. If the budiget confirmation is delayed on Tuesday,
Yasmin will submit a conditional paper mapping both budget sceriarios.
Material risks must be lagged immediately via the task board.

If strategic criteria change mid-task, Martin will formally update the brief
and adjust deadlines accordingly. The final supplier selection decision
rests sole!/ with the management committee.

Following the meeting, both will spend ten minutes reviewing whether
the brief prevented rework, what friction arose, and whether the format
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should be reused.

Kaep the agreement current

An accurate initial brief becomez misleading the moment underlying decisions shift. If a sudden
executive request makes delivery schedule far more critical than initial cost, Martin must
communicate the change explicitly:

e What the r=vised criterion is.
e Which earlier instruction it supersedes.
e How tne deadline or scope adjusts to accommodate it.

Colleagues should not have to divine shifts in organisational strategy from ohand comments
or fragmented chat threads. The active brief must remain distinct from historical discussion.

Similarly, reviewers must honot'r the boundaries of the original agreement. If Martin reads the
completed paper and realises he would like an accompanying visual dashboard, he should
request it as a subsequent iteration rather than treating its absence as a performance failure.
Penalising someone for an unstated expectation damagss trust.

Conversely, holaing people accountable to agreed standards remains essential wher: the route
is accessible and the criteria were unambiguou:s. Removing unnecessary barriers does not
mean lowering the bar; it creates the transpaiency needed to evaluate performance fairly.

Put it into practice: testing usability

To put these ideas into practice, select one substantive assignment you intend to delegate this
week:

1. Agree on the route: Ask the colleague which delivery format allows them to engage
with the brief most reliably.

2. Clarify the decision: Define the concrete outcome the work must achieve, rathsr than
listing raw activity.

3. Set the boundaries: Establish what dec.isions the colleague can make and which
dependencies belong to you.

4 Build in processing time: Provide the brief early enough for questions, and verify mutual
understanding through the work's real dependencies.

At the conclusion of the task. evaluate the cycle against previous assignments. Did clear
acceptance criteria reduce iate-stage rework? Did the colleague have the authority needed to
maintain momentum?
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Remember that a complete absence of questions is not necessarily proof of clear direction—it
may simply signal that raising uncertainties feels risky. The standard of effective delegation is
whether the agreed result was achieved vithout shifting unmanaged ambiguity onto the
person doing the work. Clear instructiorns do not eliminate professional jiidgment; they
ectablish the ground upon which judgment can be exercised with contidence.
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Chapter 11: Feedback That Enables Change

When Helen opens the weekly operations report, two sections contain figures from the
previous week. The error matters: the management team will use the rec.ort to decide where to
ceploy staff, and inaccurate figures could direct resources to the wrong site. She calls David,
the report’s owner, into her office and says: “You need to show more commitment. | have
reminded you about this before.”

David asks which figures are wrong. Helen hears the question as another attempt to debate
feedback instead cf accepting it. She adds that he shcuid be less defensive and take the work
more seriously.

David knows that the report is his responsibility. He also knows that the reporting system
changed on Monday, that two site returns arrived late, and that Helen aske for an early draft
before he could complete his checks. ne labelled the file as a draft in the snared folder but did
not make the unfinished sections sufficiently visible. He believes that asking for specific errors
is the first step towards correctirg them. Helen believes that his leck of an immediate apology
shows that he does not appreciate the consequences. They are now arguing about the
meaning of his response while the report remains unsafe to use.

In this dilemma, both perspectives contain something the conversation needs. Helen has
identified a consecquential output problem. David has information about the conditiors and the
status of the work, alongside a responsibility to make incomplete data unmistakable. Together,
they need to establish what happened, what standard applied, and what must change before
the report is relied upon.

The principle of this chapter is straightforward: fair feedback concerns observable work and
agreed outcomes, while allowing the person to explain the conditicns under which the work
occurred.

Feedback should help the recipient identify a change they can make and the support required
to make it. It should also make the manager’s contribution to the problem discussable. Tiiis
builds directly on Chapter 10: a task agreement preovides a standard against which the work
can be examinad. It does not give the manager ownership of every interpretatior: o1 the person
doingiit.

Core Principles of Fair Feedback

1. Describe the Discrepancy Before Judging Its Cause

Helen can establish that twn sections contain old figures. She can identify when the report was
requested, whether it was complete, and who opened it. She can explain the potential
consequence for staffing decisions.
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Saying “You do not care” goes far beyond those facts. It attributes an internal motive to David
and invites him to defend his character. Even if Helen's concern about commitnrent later proves
relevant, beginning with a conclusion abaut motive makes it much harder tc examine the work
itseti.

A more constructive opening would be:

“The report in the folder contains last week'’s figures in sections two and four. | opened it
for today's staffing discussion, and it is not ready tc support that decision. | need us o
correct the i:nmediate problem and understand how incomplete figures remained in
that version. What happened from your persuective?”

This statement presents the concern firmly, connects it directly to the work, and leaves room
for information that could alter the interpretation. It does not require Helen tc minimise the
potential harm.

Specificity also requires distinguishing a confirmed consequence froim a possible one. If no
staffing decision has yet beer made, Helen should not claim that David sent staff to the wrong
site. If a colleague spent an iiour verifying the figures, that is an actual cost worth recording. If
Helen is relying on someone else’s account, she should say so explicitly and seek the
appropriate detail. Clear feedback becomes unfair when dramatic impact is invented or
evidence is treat<d as more certain than it is.

2. Separaiz Output, Conduct, and Acress Barriers

When an issue arises, managers frequently conflate three distinct dimensions:

e Output: What was produced and whether it met the agreed standard.

e Conduct: How someone acted towards others or whether 1hiey followed a required
protocol.

e Access Barriers: Conditions that obstructed the person's ability to receive information,
navigate a system, or execute the work.

These issues can overlap, but they demand entirely aifferent interventions. A correct report
accompanied by humiliating comments may meet the output requirement while viclating a
conduct standard. Conversely, a deeply coriciderate colleague can still produce an unusable
report. Neither result cancels the other.

In our opening case, the outdated figures represent an output issue. [Failing to flag unfinished
sections may also be a process or conduct issue if a clear draft ccnvention had been agreed
upon. A reporting interface tirat does not function with David’s access tools would be an
access barrier. The assertion that David lacks commitment is an interpretation requiring
separate evidence.
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Ask which of thiase matters is actually established before deciding on an intervention. More
encouragement will not repair an inaccessible interface, and a software adjustrrient will not by
itself resolve deliberate disrespect.

Use the Amplify, Architect, and Owa framework to keep the response integrated:

e Amplify: Develop David’s analysis and verification capabilities where skill development is
needed.

e Architect: Provide an accessible interface, a practical checklist, or a review step that
surfaces unfinished data.

e Own: Clerity retained duties. David owns veiitying the figures and flagging incomplete
sections; Helen owns securing missing inputs and clarifying how early drafts will be
handied.

Training, environmental adjustments, and process changes can be combired. Match them to
the actual barrier rather than inferric.gy a clinical or character flaw from an error or a defensive
response.

3. Audit the Standard as Well as the Performance

Before telling someone to improve, establish what was originally expected. Was the standara
explicit, relevant to the role, and achievable with the available resources? Did the assigniiient
change midway? Were other team members given information, time, or informal ass'stance
that this perscen lacked?

A requirement can be entirely legitimate and still have been poorly communicated. If the report
must contain current figures, that requirement remains essential even vwhen Helen must
acknowledge that she requested the draft before the data were avaiiavle.

Some standards reflect persorial style rather than operational tectiveness. Feedback such as
“Be more visible” might rrizan that key stakeholders lack timely updates, or simply that the
manager prefers people who speak frequently in meetings. Those are very different concerns.
Translate vague phrases into concrete responsibilities: Which information must reach whom,
when, and for what decision? If no relevant outcorrie or conduct requirement can be identified,
reconsider whether the criticism belongs in a performance conversation at all.

Avoid replacing one stylistic demand with another disguised as flexibility. A colleague who
provides thorough written updates should not have to deliver an impromptu speech merely to
demonstrate enthusiasm, unless verbal briefing is an authentic requirament of the role.
Conversely, where timely verbal interaction is essential, a written atiernative must genuinely
serve the operational need. -airness requires examining the requirement and finding a
workable way to meet it; it does not mean assuming every requested accommodation is viable.
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Structuring the Dialogue

Let the Person Explain the Conditions

Where possible, circulate the topic ana concrete examples prior to a plainried conversation,
cifering adequate time or a written channel for responding. Agree in advance when the
discussion will resume if a pause is required.

Focus the inquiry on the work and the response the person can make. A specific display of
remorse is not an authentic performance standard. Anchor questions directly to the event:

e “What information did you have when you prepared this version?”

“

° ‘here did the checking process run into difficulty?”

Explore workload, shifting instructicis, data access, available tools, anc: decision-making
authority. Ask what the person gi2 when they noticed a problem. Tius keeps agency visible
without assuming the failure vvas entirely personal. Furthermore, do not require the disclosure
of a diagnosis to discuss an ordinary operational barrier.

Listen without making absolute agreement compulsory. David may believe that his draft iabel
was adequate; Heien may reasonably maintain that it was not. They can record that
disagreement and still align on a practical step: incomplete figures need unmistakaile
identification. An explanation deserves sericus consideration, but it does not automatically
dictate the final outcome. Equally, managerial authority does not transform an uncertain
inference into an objective fact. Where facts remain disputed and materially affect the
assessment, seek verification befere drawing a conclusion.

Keep Attitude Judgementis Accountable to Evidence

Labels such as defensive, resistant, and disengaged easily turn a conversational style into a
character verdict. Identify the specific action beneath the label:

Refusing to examine the work
Intercupting a colleague
Chailenging an inaccurate figure
Asking for a clarifying example

Each of these requires a distinct response. David's question about wiich figures were incorrect
can advance the solution. If Helen interprets this as defiance, she chould examine her own
reaction before adding it to her performance assessment. Emgioyees need an authentic
opportunity to correct tha record, especially when the facts weaken the manager’s initial
assumptions.
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Unconscious bias frequently dictates whose behaviour receives a charitable explanation. One
employee’s direct question is praised as leadership confidence; another’s is ceirsured as
insubordination. A quiet response may b« fitered through unexamined assumptions about
culture, gender, neurodivergence, or background. Do not assume neutrzlity simply because
you apply the same label across a team. Compare similar incidents, verity whether the
examples actually support the conclusion, and invite an objective peer to stress-test your
reasoning when significant consequences are involved.

Conduct still matters. A colleague who behaves disrespecifully should be told precisely whicih
words or actions crcssed the line and what respectfu! sihigagement requires. They do nc need
to stage an emntional performance to demonstrats change. The test is whether the harmful
behaviour ceases, repair occurs where needed, and ongoing collaboration becomes workable.
If misconauct warrants a formal disciplinary procedure, use that process rather than relying on
informal coaching.

\What Research Can and Cannot Establish

Before designing performance trameworks, we must understand the limits of existing
evidence:

e |Interpretation and Vignettes: Szechy and O’Donnell studied responses from 73 autistic
and 140 ncon-autistic participants to a vignetie depicting an autistic employee
experi<ncing a difficult workday. Greater autism knowledge correlated with more
accurate interpretations under the study's criteria, and autistic participants were more
likely to identify those nuances. However, this was a convenience sample evaluating a
single hypothetical narrative, not an empirical study of workplace performance
appraisals. It urges interpretive caution, but it cannot predict how an individual manager
will assess an individual employee.

e Feedback Interventicns: Kluger and DeNisi’s landmark 1$%6 meta-analysis examined 607
effect sizes from feedback interventions. While feedback improved performance on
average, more than one-third of the interventions actually degraded performance. The
analysis evaluated broad tasks and settings rather than neurodivergent professionals
specifically. It serves as a reminder to assesc the actual impact of feedback rather than
assuming that delivering it is inherently beneficial.

The pra-.tical insight from these studies is that managerial intent and practical result must be
examitned separately. A manager can sound impeccably supportive while leaving an employee
incapacitated. A colleague may find feedback uncomfortable while gaining invaluable clarity.
Neither comfort nor discomfort alone determines whether a conv«rsation was fair or effective.
The true measures are whether the issue was understood accurately, whether a feasible
change was agreed upon, and whether the work subsequeritiy improved under sustainable
conditions.

-
[\
Mo
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The Feedback and Support Conversation

Use this five-step structure to address a defined concern and update working agreements:

[ 1. Frepare ]| ——P [ 2. Contain ] ——W> | 3. Design | ——» [ 4. Review ] > [ 5. Confirm]
cvidence & Immediate Change & Window & Record &
Discrepancy Risk Support Conditions Next Steps

1. Prepare the Concern and Evidence: Gather relevant artefacts, instructions, and
established conventions. Helen identifies the outiated data, checks whether decisions
were made from them, and notes that her request said “send me what you have”
without specifying its use. She shares specitic concerns with David beforehand so he
can review the sequence. Her preparation includes evidence that complicates her initial
impression, not just notes that confirm it.

2. Compare Accounts and Canitain Immediate Risk: Helen explains the discrepancy, and
David clarifies that twe site returns were outstanding. They agree that the report must
not be used for stafiing until verified. David takes responsibility for correcting the file;
Helen takes responsibility for notifying the leadership team that the draft is incomplei=.
Mitigating immediate operational risk does not require them to resolve every long-term
question first.

3. ldentify the Change and the Support: David explains that the revised interface makes it
hard to distinguish imported data from newly entered figures. Helen commits to an
interface review rather than simply urging more care. In the interirn, they agree on a
temporary verification chacklist and a visual tag for outstanding data. David will use the
checklist; Helen will acdress late site submissions and acliust deadlines where necessary.
Every support item has an owner, a resource, and a delivery date.

4. Set a Proportionate Review Period: They sele~t the next three weekly reports as their
review window, scheduling a brief checkeoint after the first. Review windovve should
reflect realistic opportunities to demoristrate change. A daily task may vieid evidence in
2 week; a quarterly project requires ionger. Never evaluate a trial as if support was
active from day one if the promised tools arrived two weeks late.

5. Confirm the Record ana Next Steps: Document the concern, the employee's account,
agreed changes, andi mutual commitments. The emptoyee should be free to record
points of difference without being pressured to eridorse the manager’s interpretation. If



The Spiky Leader: Neurodiversity, Resnonsibility, and the Design of Collective Capability Eric Michot

the discussion forms part of a formal performance process, the documentation must
state this plainly.

A Worked Feedback and Support Agreement

Below is the documented outcome of Helen and David’s conversation:

Working Agreement: Operations Report Verification

Context & Discrepancy:

Two sections of the weekly report contained figures from the previous week, rendering the
draft unsuitakie for staffing decisions. David notes that incoming returns were incomplete and
that he understood Helen's email as an instruction to share unfinished work. Helen
acknowledges that she did not specify how the draft would be used. Both agiee that the status
of individual sections must be unmistakable whenever incomplete data are shared.

Ailocated Commitments:

e David Owns: Verifying current figures before marking the report ready for use; flagging
outstanding data prominently and noting the actions needed to resolve them.

e Helen Owns: Confirming deadlines, following up overdue returns directly with site Icads,
and clarifying operational use when requesting early drafts.

e Systerc Support: Before the next cycle, Helen will arrange a formal review o1 the
repointing interface and agree on a terporary verification checklist with David. Any peer
azsigned to assist will have that time formally allocated.

Review Period & Evidence:

The next three weekly reports wiil serve as the review period, witt: an initial check after Report
1. At the final review, we wili evaluate:

e Verification accuracy and draft status clarity

e Missed handoffs, checking duration, and any workload shifted to peers

e Whether David completed the work within sustainable working hours (a comiiete
repcrt achieved through unmanaged avertime will not be considered a stccessful
cltcome)

Contingencies:

If returns are missing or checking cannot be completed, David wil flag the risk before release.
Helen will decide whether tc vostpone staffing decisions, chase the data, or authorise a
provisional release. If errars persist under agreed conditions, we will determine whether further
training, a redesignec! roie, or a formal performance process is required.
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When Support Does Not Resolve the Issue

Consider a different scenario. Ravi managses a small procurement team. Severai purchase
orders are released without mandatory cxecutive approval. His manager -iarifies the approval
poiicy, introduces an accessible digita! checklist, arranges procedural training, and ring-fences
dgedicated administration time. Pavi understands the rule and agrees to the process.

Yet over multiple subsequent cycles, unapproved orders continue to go out, requiring peers to
intercept critical errors. Empathy and inquiry remain necescary, but the business cannot
compromise on purchasing controls.

At review stage. distinguish between three possibilities that are frequently conflated:

1. The support was never delivered or proved unusable in practice.
2. The support was delivered as agreed, but failed to address the real functional barrier.
3. The arrangement was workak''c, but the person failed to adhere to it.

An unsuccessful trial does not instantly prove an uncooperative employee or an incompetent
manager; it proves that the current design has failed to produce the required result.

If the required outcome is still not met after fair examination, explore next steps clearly:
achievable development, role redesign, reallocating r=sponsibilities, or initiating a formai
performance management process. Role changes imust rest on demonstrated requiraments
and documented evidence—not on generalise~ assumptions about what an individual or
diagnostic group can do.

Protect team members from becoming uncredited, permanent buffers for another’s
incomplete work. The employee deserves an unvarnished account of what remains unresolved,
including when the organisatio!: cannot accommodate their neecis within that specific role.

This is where Amplify, Arcaitect, and Own remain vital:

e Amplify: Valued contributions deserve ongoing development and recognition, even
while a separate operational duty requires coirective intervention.

e Architcct: Thoughtful operational design removes friction, but it cannot guarantee role
comipatibility in every instance.

e Own: Ownership applies equally to the employee's output and to the manager’s
allocation of time, tools, and workload.

None of these responses grants an organisation license to ignore overational risk, nor does it
justify using disability or comriunication differences as a pretext for unfair treatment.

Reinforcing Change Without Demanding Giatitude
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Constructive positive feedback highlights specific actions and their practical benefits. Helen
might say:

“The outstanding returns were <iearly highlighted this week, whici allowed us to
identify immediately which statfing decisions had to wait.”

This reinforces an effective habit and explains why it worked. Saying “You finally seem
committed” reduces practical progress back into an evaluation of David's personality. It also
ignores the systemic changes and managerial follow-throuigh that made success possible.

Colleagues do not nieed to concede that every historical critique was justified before receiving
credit for improved performance. Similarly, managers should acknowledge their own
operationai zhortfalls without expecting emotional reassurance from their team. If Helen failed
to chase a late return, that omission belongs in the review record.

Reciprocal accountability gives docuientation its integrity: it illustrates 1he conditions under
which success was achieved, rather than treating progress or failure as the employee’s isolated

property.

Putting It into Practice: A One-Conversation Test

Select one recurring operational concern that can be «valuated using tangible examples:

1. Before the Conversation: Separate observed work from interpretation, and verify the
standard against the original working agreement.

2. During the Conversation: Invite the employee’s account, agree on one observable
change, and identify the practical support required. Establish a review window that
offers sufficient live opportunities to evaluate the change. (Nevier delay containing an
immediate risk simply to keep an experiment running).

3. At the Review: Evaluate the output and the environment together. Did the work
improve? Was the support delivered and functional? Did the manager uphold their
commitments? What happened to overall workload and team strain?

The guiding ownership question for every manager is:

“Arin | asking this person to change scmething they can clearly identify and influence,
and what must | adjust to make that expectation fair?”

Feedback enables change when the next step is unambiguous, the support is dependable, and
the review can distinguish between learning curves, environmenta! failures, and unfulfilled
personal responsibilities. Whein handled with this rigour, feedbac.ik ceases to be an exercise in
character judgement and becomes a shared inquiry into opsarational effectiveness—laying the
groundwork for navigating the deeper relational friction explored in Chapter 12.
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Chapter 12: Conflict Across Different Minds

The client call had ended, but nobody ha~ left the meeting room. On the shared screen, Jules’s
comrnent remained beside the launch pian: “This will fail. The dependenrcy has not been
iested.” Nomsa, who managed the client relationship, closed her note,ook. “You could have
raised that without making the whole team look incompetent.” Jules replied that the
dependency had already been flagged twice. Mara, their manager, intervened with a familiar
refrain: “We all have different communication styles. Let’s assume positive intent and move on.”

The next morning, Nomsa stopped inviting Jules to clienit preparation calls. Jules stoppea
offering early warnings and began recording every unresolved risk in increasingly defensive,
formal emails.

This illustrative case captures a routine failure of leadership. From Mara'’s perspective, two
capable colleagues had allowed a clach of styles to derail a high-stakes meeting; she simply
wanted cooperation restored before the next client review. From Noinsa’s perspective, an
abrupt public challenge had blindsided her and undermined a commercial commitment she
was expected to defend. Frcm Jules’s perspective, a critical technical risk had finally been
acknowledged only because it was stated bluntly. Each person held an account that was
coherent from where they stood. None of those accounts, taken alone, provided a viable peaih
forward.

Behind the friction lay structural decisions. Ma:2 had confirmed the launch date before the
technica! aependency review was conducted. Nomsa had been instructed that holding this
schedute was commercially non-negotiable. Jules had been asked to absorb additional testing
without any relief from competing deadlines. The disputed sentence mattered, but so did the
sequence of commitments that generated the pressure, the worklead! that constrained the
response, and the ambiguous cecision-making authority within tne team.

By framing the clash mersiy as a "difference in style", Mara offered a diagnosis before
conducting an inquiry. Her instruction to "assume positive intent and move on" left every
underlying operational risk intact.

Part Ill has asked leaders to become more curious about working needs, more exnlicit in their
instructions, and more constructive in their feedback. Conflict severely tests all three
discipiines. It is easy to value neurodivergence and cognitive diversity when contributions arrive
neatiy packaged, tactfully timed, and easily absorbed. It is far harder when a contribution
interrupts momentum, sounds dismissive, or leaves a colleague feeling undermined.

The leader's responsibility is to investigate what occurred without pathologising the
participants, minimising the impact, or making consensus & orerequisite for basic fairness.

-
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An Interpretation Gap Is a Hypothesis

A difference in communication style or neurotype is a starting hypothesis, never a
self-contained conclusion.

e One person may intend a apid factual correction, while another hears contempt.

e One person may pause to process complex data, while another reads the silence as
obstinate refusal.

e One person may compile a rigorous written cataloue of risks to ensure accuracy, while
another experiences the document as an adversarial dossier.

These divergent perspectives deserve systematic attention, but they do not establish what
actually haprened, whether the conduct was acceptable, or who bears responsibility for repair.

Chapter 6 established the necessity of separating intent, impact, and intery.cetation. That
discipline must be applied rigorously to the public comment, the earlier unheeded warnings,
and the subsequent exclusion from preparation meetings. Nomsa's experience of being
undermined must be recordec accurately, while simultaneously verifying the structural
commitments and technicai decisions that triggered the incident.

Neither a psychological diagnosis nor unanimous agreement about underlying motives is
required before Mara addresses the missing technicai review. If an individual identifies an
environmental o communication access need, accommodate it to enable their participation;
do not use it to judge their credibility or excuss narmful conduct.

What the Evidence Permits Us to Say

Empirical research cautions against reflexively locating communication breakdowns inside an
individual's neurodivergent profie.

In a study of 72 adults, Crompton and colleagues compared information transmission across
chains of autistic, non-autistic, and mixed participants. Information retention dropped
significantly in mixed chains, where rapport was also rated lower, whereas homogeneous
chains (autistic-to-autistic and non-autistic-to-nci:-autistic) shared information with
comparable =ifectiveness. While this was a controlled laboratory task rather thar an
organisaticnial field study, it provides strona empirical support for the "double ernpathy
problent’: communication breakdowns frequently occur between differing interactive styles
rather than representing a unilateral deficit. It does not, however, suggest that cognitive
differences excuse bullying, that all neurodivergent individuals commiunicate identically, or that
teams should be segregated by neurotype.

Bury and colleagues exariined 128 qualitative accounts of wairkplace social challenges from 29
autistic employees ard! 15 supervisors. Their analysis revealed that while difficulties arose from
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interactions between individual traits and workplace environments, organisational responses
overwhelmingly targeted the individual employee for remediation. These findings highlight the
necessity of auditing systemic conditions. environmental stressors, and mainagerial clarity
alongside individual conduct, rather that treating employee adaptation as the default solution.

Organisational power also dictates how conflict is experienced and resolved. In an empirical
study of nine human resources practitioners across two South African higher education
institutions, Mokgolo and Barnard documented the acute structural constraints, conflicts of
role, and limitations of authority that HR professionals fa<e when addressing workplace
bullying. Their findings demonstrate that formal disputs mechanisms often lack the oper=tional
independence required to challenge entrenched rower. Simply escalating an issue to HR or an
internal dispute channel does not, in itself, guarantee an impartial or effective resolution.

The framework below distinguishes competing explanations and maps the i=sponse each
demands. Its utility depends not on geiierating documentation for its own sake, but on whether
it produces a defensible decision, prevents avoidable harm, and estallishes sustainable
adjustments in everyday work.

Look Beyond Communication Style

When evaluating a workplace clash, leaders should sysfematically test four distinct
explanations rather than defaulting to interpersonal triction:

1. Interpretation Gaps

An interpretation gap concerns the contrasting meanings colleagues assign to an exchange.
Jules may view a blunt warning as responsible, proactive stewardship; Nomsa may experience
it as public humiliation. An effective response requires an agreed char el for surfacing
technical risk, sufficient procescing time to digest complex data, ard an explicit team norm that
distinguishes between challenging a work plan and disparaging a colleague. However,
fine-tuning interpersona!l celivery accomplishes nothing if the operational risk continues to be
ignored.

2. Workload and Systemic Overload

Individuals working at or beyond maximum ccanitive capacity inevitably experience reduced
patience, miss social nuance, and react derznsively to new demands. Systemic overload does
not justify mistreatment, but exhortations to "communicate with more empathy" will inevitably
fail if the underlying workload remains unworkable. In Mara’s team, thorough testing cannot be
generated by demanding a more constructive attitude from Jules; iczadership must adjust
deadlines, reduce project scope, reallocate resources, or explicitly sign off on the accepted
operational risk.
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3. Structural and Competing Priorities

Substantive tension often persists even when colleagues understand each otirer completely.
Nomsa'’s primary responsibility is safegiiarding client trust and commerciai commitments;
Juie=s’s primary responsibility is safeguarding technical stability and systern integrity. These
legitimate obligations naturally pul. in opposite directions. When a manager dismisses this
tension as a "personality clash”, they evade their core responsibility: setting the decision rule.
The manager must determine who holds authority to commit the organisation, what evidence
threshold is required, and who carries accountability for the consequences of delay versus
failure.

4. Harmful and Unacceptable Conduct

Persistent humiliation, public ridicule, deliberate isolation, professional sabotage, or retaliatory
exclusion must never be minimised as "quirky communication styles" or neurodivergent traits. A
single egregious incident may warrant immediate formal intervention. Leaders must assess
toth pattern and severity, holding pcople accountable to professionai conduct standards while
following organizational policies.

These four dynamics are rarely mutually exclusive. Jules’s wording may have been
unnecessarily abrupt, Nomsa’s exclusion of Jules was a damaging and inappropriate reacticn,
and Mara'’s premature scheduling created the underlying crisis. Identifying these intersecting
factors does not mean apportioning equal blame or demanding reciprocal apologies.
Accountability must align with the nature of th= conduct, the specific role, and the individual's
structura! authority. The manager carries primary responsibility because only they possess the
authority to realign workloads, set decision rules, and govern how risks are escalated.

When the Mismatch Exp!anation Conceals Harm

Consider a second illustrative scenario:

A department head repeatedly mocks an employee’s manner of speaking in team meetings,
labels their requests for written task briefs as demands for “special treatment”, and reassigns
their primary deliverables to a junior colleague after they complain. When questioned, the
department head insists they merely have a “candid, direct style” and that the emgloyee
“struggles 1o read office banter and humour.” An internal mediator suggests bringing them
togetbher so both can explain their personsi styles and “agree to assume positive intent.”

This response is fundamentally unacceptable. The employee is reporting systemic humiliation
and retaliatory behaviour by a supervisor who holds direct power over their career. The
supervisor’s alleged intent is s2condary. Convening an informal ;oint dialogue subjects the
junior employee to immediate psychological pressure to corizcede to the manager’s framing,
disclose vulnerable personal circumstances, or bargain for fundamental dignity.



The Spiky Leader: Neurodiversity, Resnonsibility, and the Design of Collective Capability Eric Michot

The immediate institutional obligation is to protect the employee, initiate an independent
inquiry, and review the reassignment of work. Interpersonal repair cannot serve as a substitute
for structural accountability.

Tais counterexample establishes a vital boundary: an inquiry framewcerk designed to unpack
risunderstandings must equally <!arify when informal conciliation is wholly inappropriate.
Declining to participate in an informal joint meeting is not evidence of being uncooperative. An
employee may legitimately require formal representation, a support person, or total operatione:
separation from the person they have reported. Leaders must respect these safeguards on
their merits rather tinan conditioning an employee's prafessional standing on their willingress to
“reconcile.”

The Conflict Inquiry and Repair Guide
Step 1: Establish a Suitable and Safe Route

Eegin by assessing immediate safety, protective requirements, and jurisdictional authority. If an
allegation involves intimidation, cliscrimination, harassment, or retaliation, immediately activate
formal organisational channels and consult qualified professionals. A manager who is
personally implicated must not oversee the inquiry. In smaller organisations, secure an
objective reviewer outside the direct line of management. Transparently state the limits of
confidentiality and confirm who will see the findings t<fore inviting detailed testimonies.

For everyday operational disagreements, begir with separate, individual conversations rather
than forcing a joint meeting. Provide accessibie participation options: questions shared in
advance, options for written submissions, quiet meeting environments, planned breaks, or the
presence of a support representative. Establish the exact purpose of the meeting: to clarify
events, decide on managerial remedies, and agree on practical adjusirnents. Never promise
predetermined outcomes or abcolute secrecy that organizational standards cannot uphold.

Step 2: Build an Accoiint That Keeps Uncertainty Visible

Invite each party to recount the specific exchange and the operational context framing it:

What specific words were used or actions taken?

What did they understand those actions to signify?

How did the interaction affect their \work and participation?
What structural conditions preceded and followed the event?

yN o o o

Allow participants to review and amend your written summary of their account. Avoid
credibility traps: a fluent, artictiiate speaker should not automaticeaiiy be judged more credible
than a hesitant one, nor shouid an emotionally composed prezentation be treated as inherently
more reliable than an agitated or distressed one.
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Record established facts, attributed interpretations, and open questions into distinct
categories:

e Attributed perspective: “Nomsa czported feeling publicly humiliatec and undermined in
front of the client.”

e [Established operational fa«ct: “The formal dependency review had not taken place
before the launch date was contractually confirmed.”

Cross-reference contemporaneous emails, tickets, and ca'endar records, but collect data
proportionately. Exciude speculative diagnostic assumptions and character labels from te
record. Restrict access strictly to those required tc enact the managerial response.

Step 3: Test Competing Explanations

Systematically test the facts against the four core categories: interpretatioi, systemic
conditions, competing priorities, and interpersonal conduct. What meaning did each party
construct, and what missing context shifts that meaning? What unmanaged workload, sensory
demands, or missing instructicins shaped their reactions? What stiructural metrics incentivised
their positions? What conduct breached professional standards, regardless of pressure?

In the opening case, Mara must verify whether Jules had documented the dependency eariiar,
how leadership responded, and who authorised the cc;mmercial delivery date. She must
equally address *ie blunt nature of the public intervention and evaluate whether Noinsa’s
exclusion of Jules represents an ongoing pattern of marginalisation. One awkward interaction
does not nrove bullying, but evidence of an interpretation gap does not excuse retaliatory
exclusicn. If testimonies conflict irreconcilably, state the discrepancy transparently and select
an equitable administrative step to resolve the uncertainty.

Step 4: Choose the Approy:riate Response

e Informal repair: Suitable when facts are clarified, no severe power imbalances or abuses
of conduct exist, and both parties can engage safely.

e Mediated facilitation: Useful when operational handoffs are necessary but relaticral
trust or mutual interpretation remains impaired.

e Managerial arbitration: Essential when the dispute stems from competing priorities,
ambiguous decision-making rights, cr unmanageable capacity constraints.

e [ormal disciplinary investigation: Mandatory when allegations involve serious
misconduct, repeated harassment, discriminatory hostility, or suspected retaliation.

Do not hold practical operational solutions hostage to achieving emmotional harmony or a
shared narrative. Colleagues ~an disagree on past interpretaticns while adhering strictly to a
structured protocol for futuire handoffs. Document what has been established, what remains
unresolved, who will arbitrate outstanding decisions, and when progress will be formally
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reviewed.

Step 5: Make Repair Specific and Leader-Led

Rewvair must start with the leader’s own accountability. Mara should oper. the repair sequence
by acknowledging her structural cversight:

“I confirmed the launch date before our technical dependency review took place, and |
then dismissed a substantive technical warning as a ‘style issue’. That left both of you
defending obligations that | had placed in direct ccnflict. Moving forward, | will
personally sign off on the launch timeline only uiter the technical dependency siqr-off is
completedi, and | will explicitly log who hol>¢ authority to alter our delivery
comiviitments.”

This addresses the underlying structural breakdown without obliging suboidinates to reassure
or validate the manager.

Jules can then address interpersonal delivery while maintaining tecnnical integrity:

“I needed the dependency resolved before the client was promised a delivery date.
However, placing an uncontextualised comment on the shared screen gave the
impression of dismissing the entire project plar. In future, | will log technical risks 1sing
our agreca assessment format: stating the technical evidence, the operations risk, and
the specific decision required.”

Nomsa can address the retaliatory reaction:

“Removing you from prep sessions compromised our risk oversight. Now that we have
established a formal meci~anism for technical escalation, | wii! reinstate our regular
preparation workflow.”

These examples demonstrate functional ownership rather than generic apologies or forced
parity.

The resulting operating agreement must codify tine next iteration of the workflow:

1. Juies logs technical dependencies, iisks, and proposed remediation through the formal
risk register.
Nomsa documents the contractual constraints and client impacts associated with those

Y

options.

3. Mara arbitrates the corinmercial trade-off within two busincss days.

4. If an urgent, unloggs<i risk emerges during a live meeting, the team uses an agreed
escalation phrase 1o pause the conversation withcut assigning public blame.

5. Unilateral exciusion from standard project forums is prohibited without formal
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managerial sign-off.

Step 6: Review Behaviour and Systernic Conditions

Schadule a structured review aligned with the next operational cycle. For Mara's team,
evaluating the next two client preparation meetings will determine whether the protocol works
in practice. The review must asscss:

Did technical concerns receive clear, timely managernent decisions?

Did all participants retain full access to relevant mcetings and project files?
Was the agieed workload reduction or capacity adjustment implemented?
Has either party experienced subtle excluston, professional marginalisation, or
retaliatory friction?

An absence of complaints is not proof of success; it frequently signals that speaking up has
come to be seen as professionally ursare. If friction continues, re-examine the core diagnosis.
it the escalation path remains too cumbersome or capacity remains inadequate, redesign the
workflow. If a colleague continues to engage in inappropriate or retaliatory behaviour despite
explicit expectations, treat it as an objective conduct issue. Re-running an informal mediation
meeting while leaving structural dysfunction intact is the antithesis of repair.

Worked Conflict Response Record

This record illustirates the initial commitments aricsing from the launch case inquiry; it represents
an active rnanagement intervention rather thzn a concluded matter.

Inquiry Documented Assessment and Operational Commitmeri:

Dimension

Established Mara aporoved the commercial launch date prior to completed

Facts depeidency testing. Prior written risk alerts were logged by Jules on 14

anu 21 September. Mara must review earlier alerts, assess the phrasing of
the live meeting comment, and verify the reason for Jules’'s omission from
preparation sessions. Unresolved cccounts remain formally noted without

prejudice.
Immediate Maintain the technical risi on the primary dashboard. Mara assumes
Operational direct ownership of the date and scope decision pending review
Adjustments completion. Project capacity is formally reallocated to support required

validation testing.
Individual Jules: Suizmits technical concerns using the

Ownership evidence-consequence-option framework
Nomsa: Restores Jules’s project access arid defines explicit client
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boundary conditions.
Mara: Formalises sign-off authority and establishes an emergency
escalation protocol.

~oute, Maintain informal resolution only while participation remains equitable
Safeguards, and and uncoercel. Formal review scheduled after the next two client cycles
Review to examine decision clarity, access, workload, and any evidence of subtle

retaliation. Persistent conduct concerns or unresolved grievances to be
routed immediately to independent HR review.

Culture and Power Belong in the Inquiry

Workplace cultures dictate what is perceived as "assertive", "tactful’, or "credible." A direct
intervention that is praised as decisive leadership from a senior executive 's frequently
penalised as abrasive when deliveren by a junior employee, a woman. ¢ a neurodivergent
specialist. Similarly, pauses for cagnitive processing or preferences for written clarity are often
misinterpreted through unexarnined cultural norms regarding deference and sociability.
Leaders must interrogate these biases honestly:

e Which behavioural standards have been made axplicit, and which remain unwritten
assumpticins?

e Are ccrmmunication norms enforced equitably across hierarchies?

e Whoese communicative style has becnme the default benchmark for “professionalism"?

Power tundamentally dictates who can speak safely and who suffers the consequences of
candour. A team lead may perceive a post-mortem discussion as robus, constructive debate,
while a subordinate experiences i* as a perilous encounter threatening their job security. When
an employee is dependent ori @ manager for assignments, profeesional advocacy, or
performance ratings, quici compliance often reflects perceived vulnerability rather than
genuine agreement. A leader must never take assent at face value; provide viable, safe
alternatives and ensure employees have the autonomy to use them without penalty.

Avoid assigning an informal "social translator" tc uffer difficult working relationships. While a
supportive peer may occasionally assist in claritying intent, this dynamic should te explicit,
voluntary, and bounded. When a team consistently relies on a specific individual to smooth over
friction, absorb emotional fallout, and privately coach colleagues through basic interactions,
the organisation has introduced an unrecognised, uncompensated emotional tax. Leaders must
address the interpersonal competence of the individuals involved and the structural ambiguity
of the workflow, rather than i=lying on colleagues to serve as shock absorbers.

Check Whose A«count Is Missing
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Before concluding an inquiry, determine whose perspective is absent from the narrative and
whether that voice alters the operational reality. Mara may have heard extensive testimony
from Nomsa and Jules, but the engineer iasked with running the testing backiog may know
that the revised schedule is physically uriachievable. A smooth narrative agreed between
rmanagers frequently obscures froitline delivery realities.

Gather missing information through focused, proportionate inquiries, taking care not to let a
factual inquiry degenerate into diffuse, unstructured office gossip. Follow up with affected
team members after adjustments are introduced:

Was projact access genuinely reinstated?

Did the technical dependency receive an authoritative decision?

Hcw are new risks being handled in practice?

Has the person who raised the concern experienced any professiorel disadvantage?

Do not mistake silence for alignmerd. An intervention is only as good 3¢ the tangible,
day-to-day experience of the incividuals who must live with its conacquences.

A Small Experiment in Inquiry

Select one recent, low-stakes friction point that the invalved colleagues are willing and abl« to
review constructively. Do not select an active grievairce or an allegation of significant harm for
an informal tria'.

1. Conduct separate inquiries: Meet with each person individually to understand the
specific event, the meaning they constructed, and the impact on their work.

2. Audit structural conditions: Identify one managerial decision, catacity constraint, or
procedural ambiguity within your authority that exacerbatec the tension.

3. Agree on one observabi= adjustment: Establish a single coerational change, assign
explicit ownership, and agree on a concrete review date. For example, resolve
ambiguous verbal instructions by agreeing to a concise written summary of
requirements with an explicit deadline for raising risks.

4. Evaluate based on operational evidence: Ascass outcomes through objective ncasures:
Were risks surfaced earlier? Did projects grogress without unmanaged intecruptions?
Dicd the individuals feel their contributicin was workable?

The cantral leadership question is always:

“What portion of this tension is within my authority to resolve, and what am | asking my
colleagues to endure bccause | have failed to lead?”

The ultimate objective of c.onflict inquiry is neither forced uniformity nor artificial peace. It is the
cultivation of an envircnment where substantive operational disagreement can be examined
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with rigour, integrity, and safety.

From Seeing Difference to Coordinating It

Part lll concludes with an operationa! commitment. Honoring the variea strengths and spiky
orofiles of our colleagues requires much more than passive appreciation. It requires:

Investigating workplace access needs without resorting to reductive diagnostic labels.
Designing instructions that make high performance accessible.

Delivering feedback that isolates actionable changes without compromising dignity.
Resolving conflict through systemic inquiry ratner than dismissing genuine harm as a
matter o7 “style."

Each chapter converts passive observation into a tangible working agreement regarding task
design, support, and mutual accountability. These agreements are living tccis: they must be
revised when operational demands sift or empirical evidence indicates they are failing.

Mara’s team does not need an arditer to declare which colleague possesses the superior
personality. It needs an operational structure that effectively bridges technical vigilance,
commercial commitments, and leadership authority. That practical alignment forms the bridg
to Part IV. Once individual working agreements are transpoarent, the remaining challenge is 0
coordinate them across interdependent roles, protect the colleagues who support thens, and
refine the handotts upon which organisational excziience depends.

aT
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Part lll Operational Templates

1. Working Agreement Template (Chapter 9)

Coriplete collaboratively where appropriate. Select an accessible medium and restrict

dccument access to agreed stakeholders. Keep confidential medical o personal details in a

separate, secure file.

Dimension

Responsibility and
Deliverable Scaue

Colleaguc's Account and
Perspective

Working Conditions and
Targeted Support
Reciprocal Commitments
Priorities and Escaiation
Routes

Confiaentiality and
Scheduled Review

Operational Details

What must the recipient be able to use, by when, and to what
agreed standard?

Describe the environmental, communicative, or task barriers
in words the individual recognises. Document urresolved
differenrces respectfully.

What specific environmental adjustmens or resources will be
provided, by whom, and by what date?

What does the employee commit to deliver? What does the
manager commit to protect, provide, or adjust?

Who arbitrates competing priorities? What alternative path is
activated if the standard route fails?

Who is authorised to view this agreement? When will the
team review delivery feasibility, support load. and practical
utility?

2. Task Agreement Template (Chapter 10)

Complete collaboratively where appropriate. Select an accessible medium and restrict

document access to agreed stakeholders. Keep confidential medical or personal detai’s in a

separate, secure file.

Dimension

Purpose, Outcome, and
Audience

Criteria, Scope, and Authority
Limits

Operati~nal Details

Which decision, stakeholder, or operational deliverable
does this assignment serve?

What elements are non-negotiable? What is strictly out of
scope? Which decisions car: the owner make
autonomously?
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Usable Communication Route
and Exemplars

Capacity, Dependencies, and
Timeline

Pending Decisions and Systemic
Changes

Completion Critetia and Debrief

Agreed format, reference materials, and concrete
examples. What specific qualities does the exesmplar
mode!?

Aflocated hours, paused or displaced tasks, interim
milestone review date, and final deadline.

Decision owners and resolution dates. Where will updated
instructions be recordec? Urgent escalation route?

Quality acceptance check, review of avoidable revisions,
and assessmerit of clarification effort.

3. Feedback and Support Agreement Template (Chapter 11)

Complete collaboratively where apgiropriate. Select an accessible medium and restrict
document access to agreed stal=nolders. Keep confidential medic.al or personal details in a

separate, secure file.

Dimension

Observed Gap. Standard, and
Consequence

Colleage’s Account and
Context

Immediate Mitigation and Target
Change

Support Package and Matiagerial
Commitments

Review Milestones and Evidence
Thresholds

Subsequent Evaluation and File
Notes

Operational Details

Record the specific observable discrepancy and verifiea
operational ccnsequences.

What environmental conditions, unclear instructions, or
unrecognised facts influence the assessment?

Immediate steps to contain operatiorial risk; precise
behavioural or quality change expected.

Resources, coaching, and delivery dates. What systemic
conditions or instructions must the manager adjust?

Agreed dates tc evaluate progress. How will
improvement e evidenced across both outputs and
conditiors?

Was the support delivered as planned? What issues
remain unresolved or require administrative adjustment?

4. Conflict Inquiry and Response Template (Chapter 12)

Complete collaborativaly where appropriate. Select an accessible medium and restrict
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document access to agreed stakeholders. Keep confidential medical or personal details in a
separate, secure file.

Dimension

Procedural Route and
Protective Safeguards

Events, Accounts, and
Identified Uncertainties

Systematic Svaluation of
Explanations

Missing Perspectives and
Frontline Input

Actionable Commitments and

Resource Allocation

Review Schedule and Ongoing
Protections

Operational Details

is this an everyday operational inquiry, managerial
arbitration, or formal investigation? What independence or
accessibility safeguards are required?

Separate established facts, attributed interpretations, and
unverified allegatioric.

Evaluate interpretation gaps, capacity overloads, access
barriers, competing priorities, and specific conduct issues.

Whcse perspective or technical evidence is absent, and
how might that alter the leadership decision?

Agreed actions, owners, capacity adjustments, delivery
deadlines, and emergency bypass routes. Maintain
proportionate accountability.

Review date to assess workflow feasibility, team access,
and safeguards against subtle retaliation. Name the arbiter
for unresolved! issues.
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Part IV: Connect the Spikes

Part IV examines how individual contribuiions become collective capability. !ts central
instrument is a team contribution mat, organised around concrete resp.onsibilities, verifiable
evidence, and the specific conditions people require to do their best work. Crucially, the map
carries individual development aiongside current delivery, ensuring that a person’s existing
strengths do not harden into a permanent ceiling.

e Chapter 13 plazes contributions where they can genuinely influence decisions before
commitmeriis are locked.

e Chapter 14 examines the relational and administrative scaffolding that sustains a
leadss's output, making visible the hidden labour that often supports it.

e Chapter 15 designs decision-making processes capable of incorporating divergent
forms of expertise without degenerating into paralysis.

e Chapter 16 specifies handoffs, operational continuity, and bour:2ary management.

These chapters build directly cr the responsibility and support agreements established in
earlier parts of the book. Throughout, our core triad—Amplify, Architect, and Own—remains
indivisible: amplify distinctive contributions, architect the working conditions that allow therm to
flourish, and own the commitments, boundaries, and trade-offs that accompany authority.

Daniel, Aisha, and Leon continue as our composite teaching case across Part IV. Worked
examples illuctrate practical arrangements rather than formal experimental trials; the
accompanying templates are diagnostic and reflective aids rather than psychometric tests.
Chapter citations appear after Chapter 16; editable forms follow the references. As always,
record agreed operational requirements in shared project files, while keeping private personal
or health-related information within confidential, separate channels.
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Chapter 13: Complementarity Around Real Work

Daniel enters the quarterly service review energised by a promising concept. Several clients
have described a similar operational botieneck, and he believes the firm can design an
attractive new service offering around it. Aisha has already prepared & structured comparison
of two implementation models: one deploying a lean advisory pilot to test market demand, the
other committing upfront to a full-scale delivery team. She circulated this comparative brief
ahead of the meeting.

Yet, when the agenda arrives, Aisha is listed only under “implementation Feasibility”. Leor is
scheduled ahead of her to present commercial options. By the time Aisha is invited to speak on
delivery mecianics, the conversation will have largely settled which service model the
organisation intends to sell.

Daniel is the strategy director introducad in earlier chapters, working alorigside Aisha (a senior
r.roject manager) and Leon (a comarcial analyst) in a boutique professional services firm. His
decision-making authority over the service line is delegated within defined parameters. Aisha is
a distinct colleague from Amina in Chapter 3.

The issue here is neither goodwill nor technical skill, but how opportunity and timing govern
whose judgement informs a choice. Aisha possesses ksen strategic instincts; Daniel is cacable
of thorough operational follow-through when the purpose is unambiguous; Leon reqularly
spots structurai commercial risks that both overlook. Nevertheless, the firm has settled into a
convenient, unexamined narrative: Daniel imagines the future, and Aisha makes it work.

From Daniel’'s vantage point, this division honours natural strengths. Aisha’s execution
knowledge grounds his ideas in reality, and he trusts her to raise a rea fiag if a constraint makes
an initiative unviable. From Aisha’s vantage point, being invited into the room only after the
strategic direction has solidified makes dissent costly, defensive, and exhausting. Her
alternative option remains iargely invisible. Ironically, her very competence at keeping complex
projects on track has become the quiet justification for bypassing her on strategic briefs.

The team could employ Aisha’s capability far more »=tfectively by bringing her analytica!
judgement into the framing stage, while deliberately structuring room for her to cuitivate that
capacity.

Coriiementarity creates value only when it improves the quality of delivery without boxing
people into rigid archetypes. This chapter shifts the focus from individual working styles to the
coordination of specific contributions around a shared deliverable:. vhe leadership task is
threefold:

1. Identify the operational gap in the work itself.



The Spiky Leader: Neurodiversity, Resnonsibility, and the Design of Collective Capability Eric Michot

2. Establish whose demonstrable contribution can address it.
3. Test a working arrangement that protects clarity of ownership, realistic capacity, and
room for professional growth.

A team contribution map provides the architecture for that conversation. Its utility, however,
rests entirely on the integrity of the evidence and the boundaries behind it.

Start with the Work That Must Happen

When leaders attemct to build complementary teams, they often reach for personality
contrasts. An expansive, visionary director is paired with an exacting, methodical operator; an
intuitive, fast-naced lead is paired with an analyticai sceptic. While these impressions may
spark curious questions, they provide a remarkably fragile basis for assigning responsibility.

Two people with radically different personal styles may bring identical asswraptions and data to
a problem. Conversely, two colleagues who share an identical, understated conversational
mianner may approach an issue frorn entirely divergent operational expertise, professional
training, or analytical framewcrks. Visible personal contrast is not functional complementarity.

Begin instead with the concrete outcome and the distinct contributions required to achieve it.
For the quarterly service review, the team must execute five discrete tasks:

Establish: and validate the underlying clien* nzed.

Generate and compare viable response models.

Stress-test commercial cost, capacity, and operational dependencies.
-ormally authorise the commercial commitment.

Communicate agreed parameters to the wider team and the client.

These are distinct responsibilities requiring different judgements at different moments. Aisha’s
comparative service model beiongs squarely within the option-generation phase; her delivery
expertise belongs in the operational feasibility check. A single contributor can contribute to
multiple stages without being forced to carry end-to-end administrative ownership of the
entire process.

True compleimentarity is an ecological relationchip between contributions within a specific
context. Daniel's direct insight into client friction becomes infinitely more useful when Aisha’s
operational modelling and Leon’s margin cnalysis can reshape the proposal before a
ccnimercial promise is made. Aisha’s operational planning becomes more effective when she
helps select an offering that is commercially sound and strategically viable.

Timing is as vital as role allozation. A contribution solicited only after the substantive
commitments have beer riiade degenerates into damage ccontrol—even if the leadership team
insists on calling it “cctiaborative consultation”.
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Leaders must aiso discipline themselves to distinguish a missing contribution from a missing
resource:

e [f aninitiative is understaffed, an ingenious pairing will not conjure <~apacity out of thin
air.

e [f client requirements are fundamentally ambiguous, assigning an exceptional project
planner will merely produce an immaculate schedule for the wrong deliverable.

e [f the team lacks specialized technical expertise, psvchological differences cannot
substitute for domain competence.

Before looking for someone to “balance” a colleague, ask plainly whether the shortfall concerns
knowledge, delegated authority, calendar hours, technical infrastructure, client access, or the
fundamentai design of the workflow.

What Diversity Research Can an<! Cannot Support

Academic literature offers compelling reasons to examine how distinct perspectives interact,
but it provides no warrant for sweeping, sentimental performance claims.

Van Knippenberg, De Dreu, and Homan'’s categorisation—elaboration model (CEM) proposes
that teams benefit from pooling and elaborating task-relevant information and divergent
perspectives, but notes that social categorisation—tt« in-group and out-group biases thiat
arise when demagraphic or cognitive differences hazcome salient—can systematicaily sabotage
that information exchange. The model is an exi»anation of competing mechanisms, not a
blanket giiarantee that putting different minds in a room yields superior outcomes. For
practitioners, the key takeaway is operational: does our process actually allow relevant,
dissenting information to be surfaced, examined, and applied?

Similarly, Horwitz and Horwitz's irieta-analysis established a positive relationship between
task-related diversity (differeiices in expertise, functional backyround, and education) and
team performance. By contrast, bio-demographic diversity showed no direct, statistically
significant link to raw task performance in their aggregated analysis.

Crucially, broad demographic or functional categcries are not interchangeable with
neurodivergence or measured cognitive variance. An average statistical correlaticn across
published studies cannot predict the operational outcome of a specific pairing in a particular
compeany. Furthermore, the moral and organisational imperative for equity and inclusion should
nevear be hitched to a productivity premium: equal access, professional dignity, and fair
treatment do not need to justify themselves by delivering higher quarterly margins.

Hong and Page demonstrate« through mathematical and comyputational modelling that groups
of diverse problem-solvers can outperform high-performing individual agents under specified
conditions. Their work is conceptually illuminating when considering how diverse cognitive
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heuristics prevent teams from becoming trapped in local optima; it is not, however, an
empirical workplace trial of neurodivergent management teams. It cannot be cited as proof
that diversity invariably trumps depth of zxpertise, nor does a diagnostic lakei tell a leader what
specific operational contribution an inaividual will make.

The practical discipline for a leader is to verify whether specific contributions improve specific
work. Cognitive variance adds little value when the different perspectives carry no
task-relevant data, when team members lack the shared communicative bridge required to
interpret one another’s insights, or when coordination overhead eclipses the benefits of
collaboration.

A simpler, streamlined arrangement is frequently superior. A team contribution map exists to
make these operational trade-offs transparent and debatable, rather than to serve as an
ideological justification for endless meetings.

Fvidence Before Archetypies

An observation such as, “Aishz iaentified critical delivery dependericies during the last two
scoping proposals that saved three weeks of rework,” can be verified against project records.
By contrast, asserting that “Aisha is our detail person”is a dangerous leap. It converts an
observed, context-dependent contribution into an essantialist identity. It obscures the precise
conditions that made her thoroughness possible, ari! it subtly predetermines what kinds of
work she will k.= offered next. The more habitua! such labels become, the less capakle the
organisation is of noticing evidence that contradicts them.

Describe contributions in empirical language that anchors the behaviour to the task and the
operational context:

e Daniel generates valuabic service concepts when he participates directly in
open-ended client interviews.

e Aisha spots systernic dependencies accurately when she is given quiet time to review
draft documentation before group debate.

e [eon builds robust margin models when commercial parameters and core assuriptions
are laic out explicitly in writing.

These descriptions are narrower and less ciramatic than personality types or neurotype
profiles, but they provide actionable guidance on how to orchestrate the work. They also allow
working arrangements to be revised as the context evolves.

Any credible review of evidence must include the contributor’s internal cost of effort. One
employee may produce an iynmaculate slide deck through ur.sustainable midnight heroics,
while another produces & tunctional, high-value financial analysis within normal working hours.
Looking solely at finistied work products completely conceals this dynamic. Leaders must ask
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what scaffolding was required, what toll the work extracted, and whether the output could be
maintained under sustained operational pressure. An exceptional contribution is not reliably
available simply because an employee managed to deliver it once under duress.

Furthermore, structural opportunity dictates the historical record. If Aisha is repeatedly
assigned to execution logistics, the organisation will compile extensive evidence of her
operational competence and zero evidence of her strategic acumen. Citing that lack of
evidence as proof that she lacks strategic vision is a circular trap. A team contribution map
must separate three categories:

1. Demonstrated, sustainable capability.
2. Nascent capability requiring deliberate testing.
3. Woerk the contributor has simply never had the institutional opportunity to perform.

An absence of historical data should be treated as a prompt to construct @ low-stakes trial, not
as an excuse to lock a door.

Finally, formal diagnostic disclosure is unnecessary for this process. A colleague can specify
that they require uninterrupied preparation time or explicit written briefs without offering a
medical explanation. Where an individual chooses to disclose their neurodivergence, that
context can illuminate what environments enable their focus; it does not grant managers
license to make sweeping diagnostic assumptions about their wider capabilities or limits.
Document onlv the agreed operational conditions necessary for the work, and confirm
explicitly w0 has access to that record.

When a Pairing Adds No Value

Consider a common operational failure. Two experienced analysts inoependently audit a
monthly compliance report agairist a stable, unambiguous regulaiory checklist. A well-meaning
manager institutes a mandatory paired review because one anaiyst appears “intuitive” while
the other seems “systematic”.

The result is immediate operational friction. The analysts must now convene a two-hour
meeting to debate every minor wording change, including basic corrections each pizviously
resolved in iminutes. The finished report is no more accurate, delivery takes twice as long, and
neither contributor can articulate what act«:al risk the joint session mitigates. Cognitive
differance has been placed on display, but it has added friction rather than value.

The remedy is straightforward: recalibrate the coordination cost. One analyst should own the
routine audit end-to-end, consuilting the second colleague only ori novel, high-consequence,
or ambiguous edge cases. iue complementarity does not mean tethering two professionals
together across every stage of a workflow. It means inserting distinct perspectives at the few
high-leverage inflecti:n points where diverse judgement protects against consequential errors.

A4V
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The coordinaticn mechanism must match the uncertainty and stakes of the task.

A far more pernicious failure occurs when complementarity is used as an organisational
euphemism for a chronic rescue operation.

If a senior leader repeatedly makes unvetted, unrealistic commitments to external clients,
describing an operational manager as their “grounding, complementary partner” is dishonest. It
legitimises poor executive impulse control by institutionalising someone else’s reactive
clean-up work. A colleague’s exceptional competence at averting disaster does not absolve a
leader of their respansibility to verify operational capacity before signing a contract.

Here, our triac! raust be enforced without compromise:

e Amplify useful, diverse contributions to the solution.

e Architect an operational process that respects real capacity.

e Own the decisions, consequsances, and behavioural boundaries that belong strictly to
your role.

Build the Team Contribution Map

Begin by selecting a bounded, high-leverage piece of work—such as the quarterly service
choice—rather than attempting to map the entire department at once. State the intende:a
deliverable and tire empirical standard against which it will be judged.

Map the workflow by discrete responsibilities, anchoring each entry to specific owners, verified
evidence, necessary working conditions, reserved time, and clear levels of decision-making
authority. Crucially, embed individual development into the primary workilow: name the new
contribution the person wants to test, and identify the concrete oppcriunity that will generate
actionable evidence.

The worked map below ccentinues the teaching case of Daniel, Aisha, and Leon. It integrates
Aisha into the option-generation phase before commercial commitment, gives Leon a defined
forum to articulate risk assumptions, and requires Daniel to produce an actionable brief ihat
others can critique.

Worked Team Contribution Map: New Service Selection

Respansibility Direct Evidenced Required Working Level of Development Absence &
Owner & Baseline Conditions & Authority Focus Continuity
Collaborator Capacity Boundary
s

1. Client Need Owner: « Dariiel: « Daniel: 1 hour to « Daniel decides « Daniel: If Daniel is

& Option Daniel. corisistent prepare written the scope of practises absent, the brief

Framing Collaborator: insight into briefing document. the i et. producing a pauses. Aisha
Aisha emerging « Aisha: 2 hours to * Aisha concise, written does not inherit
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2. Feasibility &
Operational
Design

3.
Commercial &
Cost
Modelling

4. Final
Service
Commitimant

5. Cycle
Retrospective
& Opportunity
Review

co-develops
the advisory
model
option.

Owner:
Aisha.

Collaboiior:

Daniel
coniributes
option
context.

Owner: Leon.
Collaborator:

Aisha
provides
staffing and
utilization

assumptions.

Owner:
Daniel.
Advisors:
Aisha and
Leon.

Shared
Responsibilit
y: Daniel,
Aisha, and
Leon.

client friction.

« Aisha: strong
strategic
analysis, but
limited prior
opportunity tc
shape core
service acsign.

« Aisha:
accurately
identified
systemic
delivery
dependencies
on two
previous major
project
proposals.

« Leon: built
accurate:
finar~ia!
m»>3els for the
previous firm
tender.

- Daniel:
delegated
commercial
authority
within firm
limits.

- Baseline
metrics from
previous two
quarters:
rework hours,
last-minute
scope
changes,
contributor
overtime.

model the
advisory
altenative.

*Uninterrupted
draft review before
plenary discussion.
« 3 hours reserved
across options and
feasibility; Daniel
formally
reallocates her
routine tasks.

- Stable project
scope agreed 24
hours prior.

« Access to shared
master financial
sheet.

« 1 hour reserved
for scenario
modelling.

- Formal,
dedicated
45-minute
decision meeting.
« Documented
review of
unaddressed
operational
constraints prior to
client sign-off.

« 1-hour
retrospective
schedulea two
weeks atter
service decision.
« independent
reflection notes
prepared
beforehand.

possesses
equal standing
to submit an
alternative
service model
for formal
review.

- Aisha holds
il authority to
define
dependencies
and declare a
proposed
timeline
unfeasible.

« Leon holds full
authority over
financial
baseline
assumptions
and risk
margins.

- Daniel decides
within
delegated
authority.

« If major
constraints
remain
unresolved, he
must eithet
renegotiate
scope or
decline the
work.

- Joint
consensus on
process
adjustments;
Daniel retains
accountability
for role
assignments.

brief without
dictating
solutions.

« Aisha:
evaiuates
altarnative
service
architectures
alongside
delivery logic.

» Aisha bridges
high-level
model design
with
downstream
resource
planning.

« Leon presents
commercial
assumptions
and uncertainty
ranges directly
to the
leadership

group.

- Daniel
practises
formally
stress-testing a
crediole
a'ternative
rather than
driving early
consensus for
his preferred
model.

* Review
whether new
contributions
materially
improved the
decision.

- Evaluate
whether
development
tasks generated
usable evidence
for future roles.

Eric Michot

client discovery
by default
unless
delegated in
writing.

Daniel answers
routine
operaiional
queries using
Aisha's agreed
documentation;
unfamiliar
exceptions
pause until her
return.

Aisha checks
routine rate
calculations
against
historical sheets;
novel
commercia
structures
escaiate to
Daniel.

No client
promise may be
made in Daniel's
absence without
a formally
appointed,
authorised
deputy holding
delegated
authority.

retrospective is
rescheduled if
any core
contributor is
absent.
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Daniel retains Tinal accountability for the commercial commitment within his delegated
mandate. If the operational plan proves unviable, his obligation is to adjust the cifer, secure
further budget, or decline the opportunity. Aisha’s identification of a delivery constraint does
not imean she inherits the burden of saivaging an impossible timeline. Tha map explicitly
pieserves her intellectual ownership of the alternative advisory modei, ensuring that its
eventual success or rejection provides legitimate evidence of her strategic capacity.

A contribution map is only as credible as the capacity and continuity decisions behind it. The
framework above allocates three protected hours for Aisha's strategic and feasibility analysis,
one hour for Leon’s commercial scenarios, and an hour for Daniel’s brief preparation. Daniel
explicitly removes existing tasks from Aisha’s desk *o create this space before the review
begins.

A backup colleague requires the access, competence, and delegated authority to handle
emergency tasks; where those conditicns do not exist, the map must specify a deliberate
cperational pause or escalation poirt. Chapter 16 explores these coniinuity boundaries in
detail.

Keep Development Inside the Agreement

A team contribution map can streamline delivery today while quietly locking people into narrow
specialisations tarnorrow. Preventing that stagnation requires regular, transparent
conversations about personal aspiration.

Ask each team member:

e Which contributions do you wish to deepen?

e Which responsibilities woviia you like to take on next?

e Which recurring tasks have you become trapped inside kecause the team relies
exclusively on your proficiency?

Colleagues should not have to abandon their existing strengths in order to grow. Nor shou'd
career progression require every professional to mirror the cognitive or social style of the
incumbent leadership team.

In our case study, Aisha co-develops service options during the live review cycle, supported by
dediceated preparation time and clear boundaries around client communication. Leon presents
the commercial assumptions directly to senior leadership, while Daniel disciplines himself to
write a usable brief rather than improvising verbally.

Afterwards, the team reflects on the decisions made, explicitly <valuating options that were
discarded. Meaningful evicience of strategic competence inciudes framing a credible
alternative, surfacing unexamined risks, and reframing the core problem; it does not require
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that an individual's proposal is selected every time. Future assignments should reflect both
demonstrated evidence and stated aspirations, supported by explicit cover for duties that
would otherwise preclude participation.

Cepth of specialisation remains a legitimate, valuable career path. An ermployee may prefer to
refine deep technical expertise and have no desire to transition into general management.
Leaders must respect that choice without treating it as an immutable identity, and without
using technical brilliance as a pretext for withholding fair remuneration or professional standing.
The ethical test is whether an operational arrangement is informed, adequately resourced, &iid
continually open te revision.

Leaders must be especially vigilant when their own praise conceals a self-serving demand: an
unspoken expectation that a gifted colleague will remain indefinitely in an operational support
role to keep the leader comfortable.

Small teams can implement these priniciples without creating sprawling administrative
structures. Two colleagues can &iternate responsibilities across suc.c.essive project cycles: one
leads client framing on proje<* A while supporting delivery feasibility, and reverses roles on
project B. A solo founder working with an external associate can explicitly specify the
deliverables, decision rights, and time allocations of a focused contribution.

When no interna! capability exists to fill a critical gao, narrowing the project scope or bringing in
targeted exteral expertise is far more responsicle than quietly dumping another informal duty
onto your most dependable employee. Comrlementarity is a deliberate design discipline
boundeq by real human limits.

Test One Gap and One Pairing

To introduce this approach, identify a single recurring operational friction that can be
articulated without personzl character judgements:

e “Three recent client proposals required emergency revisions because delivery
constraints were identified only after commercial terms were signed.”

This empirical statement is actionable. Asserting that “our business developers cver-promise
because our creatives ignore reality” is not.

Examine recent examples of the breakdown and determine which missing contribution,
introduced at what moment, could have altered the trajectory. Invite a colleague with relevant
capability to discuss a boundec! operational trial. Ensure they have ihe psychological and
structural safety to challence the problem diagnosis, propose cifferent working conditions, or
decline the additional role without penalty.
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Run the trial acioss the next two comparable deliverables, or over a timeframe suited to your
team'’s operating rhythm:

1.
2.

s

Define clear operational ownerahip for the outcome.

Specify exactly what each contributor supplies and the precise milestone at which it is
required.

Establish the contributor’s explicit authority to challenge core assumptions.

Record the capacity allocated and the routine tasks formally removed or reassigned.
Identify one bounded development objective anci ©ne continuity protocol for
unexpected absence.

Before initiating the trial, agree on a lean set of evaluative indicators:

Operational bottlenecks surfaced before commercial sign-off.
Post-submission scope revisions or change requests.

Hours spent on unplanned r=work.

Delivery against agreed rmiiestone dates.

Afterwards, interview contricutors separately: Were delegated boundaries clear? Was the
workload manageable within normal hours? Did your contribution have a demonstrable effect
on the final decision?

A drop in post-submission errors is encouraging. but if that improvement was purchased
through unizcorded weekend overtime, the cystem is broken and requires immediate redesign.
A compact operational trial cannot prove a universal thesis about neurodiversity; its purpose is
to establish whether a specific structural arrangement works sustainably for this team.

Review the trial openly:

Sustain the arrangernent if task outcomes improve and contributor effort remains
healthy and sustainable.

Adjust the arrangement if the contributions are valuable but the timing, authority timits,
or time allocations are poorly calibrated.

Discontinue the arrangement if it introduces administrative complexity withcut
measurable benefit. Always investigate alternate explanations, such as an exceptionally
lerient client deadline, an unusually simple brief, or a lighter overall team workload.
Update the team contribution map to reflect what you have learned.

The decisive leadership question for this chapter is:

What must | change in my cvwn decisions, commitments, and distribution of opportunity so that
this pairing can succeed without relying on someone else’s hidden, unacknowledged labour?
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If you hold executive authority, this question sits squarely at your desk. Your personal comfort
with a highly competent, self-sacrificing colleague can compromise their career progression
and wellbeing far more than you realise.

Nicasure the success of your team a=zsign by two inseparable standards: the integrity of the
deliverable and the wellbeing of the people producing it. A healthy pairing delivers robust work,
clarifies accountability, and remains sustainable over time. Above all, it ensures that
professionals retain the agency to critique, expand, and renegotiate their roles.

Connecting the spikes means coordinating evidenced contributions while ensuring that ~uman
beings remain far iarger than the boxes on an orgainisational chart.

The next chapter turns to the invisible labour that frequently hides within these operational
connections—specifically examining the administrative and emotional suppsit that makes an
executive's high-profile contribution possible.
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Chapter 14: The Cost of Supporting the Leader

On Friday afternoon, Daniel tells the tearn that the new proposal process is working. The client
recaived a coherent offer, delivery risks were raised before the commitrrent, and nobody had
to rebuild the commercial plan overnight. He thanks Aisha for keeping everything together.

She appreciates the acknowledgement, but she is conscious of the work that has vanished
inside that phrase. Over the course of the week, she verifiec! whether the final draft matched
the client conversation, tracked down an unanswered pricing assumption, prompted Dani«l
three times to apprr.ve the offer, and translated his last-minute change for Leon. Her ovin
project review has shifted to Monday. The proposa! process may have become more reliable,
but she cannot yet tell whether the organisation has resolved the systemic friction or merely
found a clearer destination for it.

This fictional teaching scenario contirnues the team dynamic introduced iri Chapter 13. It does
not describe an actual client or impty a clinical diagnosis. Daniel is a ciirector, Aisha a project
manager, and Leon a commerciai analyst. Their contribution map made operational ownership
more explicit, yet it did not automatically illuminate every secondary support activity. From
Daniel’s perspective, Aisha exercised core coordination skills within an agreed trial allocation.
From Aisha’s perspective, the planned project tasks fitted the allocation, but the unrecordea
checking, prompting, and contextual explanation arcvind them did not.

Both accounts deserve examination. Neither should be treated as the authoritative record
simply because one represents executive autihority and the other reflects direct operational
labour.

An unexamined support system creates hidden cognitive labour, unresourced coordination,
and unequal organisational status. The remedy is neither to withdraw necessary help nor to
romanticise total executive s<ii-sufficiency; it is to make that laour visible, define its
boundaries, and resource it equitably. Support is legitimate, highly skilled work that enables an
organisation to function. The diagnostic question is whether the arrangement grants the
person providing it realistic capacity, adequate authority, formal recognition, and a career
trajectory they can actively shape.

1. Look Seyond the Visible Task

The iirmal deliverable might be a briefing paper, an updated schedule, or an action log.
Surrounding it sit secondary activities that easily escape record: noticing an untracked
dependency, filtering unscheduled interruptions, interpreting fragimented instructions, and
verifying that an executive de<ision has reached those who muist act upon it. These activities
demand acute professional judgement. Because their prim=zry value lies in the absence of
operational failure, thzv ieave fewer visible traces than a signed contract or a completed
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presentation.
Support labour generally divides into four modes:

e Anticipatory Support: Preparing materials, data, or draft decisions ahead of time
because the supporter faorssees an executive bottleneck.

e Interpretive Support: Translating shorthand comments, contradictory cues, or raw ideas
into actionable guidance for the wider team.

e Relational Support: De-escalating friction, helping colleagues voice reservations, anc
reconnectiny working relationships after a tensa exchange.

e Recovery Support: Quietly intervening to resolve the fallout of an unfulfilled
commitrnent or missed deadline before it ireaches clients or senior stakeholders.

These modes serve as analytical lenses, not rigid employee categories. A single professional
frequently balances several of these demands alongside their primary opecrational job.

The real cost of this work cannot e measured solely by elapsed mirutes. A five-minute
reminder can fragment an hour of focused analytical work, forcing the supporter to carry the
cognitive burden of an open task. Waiting on an overdue approval stalls parallel streams of
work. Becoming the default proxy when a leader is unreachable leaves the supporter’s workirig
day exposed to constant disruption. Assess the frictici: of interruption, task switching, and
displaced substaritive work alongside raw time; avoia reducing complex organisatioral ioad to
a single figure of hours.

The Visible Activity \@Q

(Briefing, C ndar, Proposal, Action LQﬁ

A
& |
I——l—_'l

v v

[Cognitive Friction] isplaced Capacity]

* Corgext switching N Postponed core work

. n mental Loops + Stalled dependencies
Q’_&?Eemnd—guessing intent « Absorbing team anxiety
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None of this inherently points ic personal failing. Complex enterorises require coordination, and
roles exist specifically to pravide it. Systemic risk emerges when recurring compensatory
labour remains unalloczted, exceeds contracted capacity, or requires an individual to absorb
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risks they lack tihe structural authority to mitigate. A comment like "She always knows what |
mean" may point to a high-trust partnership. Equally, it may signal that a colleague is routinely
forced to reconstruct ambiguous instructions that the leader should have communicated
cleaily from the outset.

2. Clarifying Boundaries Across Distinct Roles

Different organisational roles carry distinct agreements, mandates, and boundaries:

e Chief of Staff: Directs strategic priorities, prepares decision architecture, tracks
enterprise &ecution, and navigates cross-fuactional trade-offs.

e Executive Assistant: Manages schedules, information flows, access, and operational
logisiics with high discretion and contextual judgement.

e Project Manager: Owns operational delivery against scope, quality, and time,
interpreting executive priorities to align task execution.

e Informal Translator: Carries i, formal support title, yet repeatec:ly buffers team
communication and clarifies executive ambiguity without mandate or compensation.

The same task may represent a legitimate responsibility within one role and an
unacknowledged tax within another. Analysis must begin with the actual working contract
rather than assumptions tied to a job title. What core deiiverables is the role funded to
produce? Which cecisions are fully delegated, and winich must escalate? What boundaries
govern availabiity? A Chief of Staff requires fornial delegated authority to act on the leader's
behalf. An Executive Assistant needs explicit euthority to decline diary requests and protect
deep-wierk blocks. An informal translator needs either a recognised, resourced role adjustment
or an agreement that returns direct, unambiguous communication to the leader.

Supporters themselves may be nsurodivergent, manage fluctuatinq £nergy, or navigate
physical constraints. They may require structured briefings, advance processing time, or
written rather than verbal handoffs. Effective organisational design rejects the assumption that
one person perpetually needs support while another effortlessly supplies it. Explore reciprocal
working conditions through open dialogue without requiring private diagnostic disclosu:e. A
supporter’s ability to sustain their contribution depends on supportive working conditions just
as much as tha leader's does.

In small teams, an individual frequently assumes multiple roles throughout the week. Resource
scarcity makes explicit boundaries more urgent, not less. When hiring specialist support is not
possible, the team can still eliminate redundant approval loops, establish clear priority queues,
and explicitly log which initiatives must wait. Where an activity demands trust, confidential
access, or specialised expertisg, rotating it informally among team members often introduces
more operational chaos than it resolves. Redistribution shouid always match the real demands
of the work with the capabilities and mandate of the person receiving it.
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3. What the Evidence Helps Us Notice

e Task Allocation and Promotability: Babcock, Recalde, Vesterlund, and \Weingart
demonstrated that women are disproportionately asked to take cn, volunteer for, and
accept "non-promotable tasts'—work that benefits the organisation but does not
directly contribute to individual performance evaluation or career advancement [1].
While this research focuses on task allocation mechanisms generally rather than the
specific design of executive support roles, it provides a sound basis for asking who is
routinely asked to shoulder administrative, relationai, and coordination burdens, and
whether that labour translates into career progression.

e Job Demarids—Resources Model: Demerou:ii, Bakker, Nachreiner, and Schaufeli
demcnsirated that sustained, unbuffered job demands lead to psychological and
phycical exhaustion, whereas a lack of operational resources (such as autonomy, clear
feedback, and supervisory support) drives disengagement [2]. In highh-dependency
leadership arrangements, the supporter frequently confronts escalating demands
alongside static resources and inadequate decision-making zutonomy. This framework
informs structural role ciesign without pathologising individual resilience.

Neither study measures the direct costs of supporting a neurodivergent leader. Local team
dynamics must be evaluated on their own merits through observable practices, workflow data,
and personal testimony. A diagnostic label should never become an unexamined explanztion
for patterns that ctem from ambiguous role design. deficient resources, or poor orgatisational
habits.

4. Rebalancing Capacity and Establishing Input Dependencies

Expanding a role's support responsibilities requires a deliberate capacity decision. If Aisha is
asked to coordinate client propocals and manage approvals, Danie! miust decide which of her
existing project deliverables will be deferred, which will be desccped, and what operational
cover will be provided. A capacity deficit cannot be resolved by praising an employee's
competence or efficiency. Professional skill can optimise working methods; it cannot expand
the working week. Regularly relying on a colleague's out-of-hours effort masks an unworkable
workload behind the appearance of smooth delivery.

Teams neex unambiguous service agreemerits for shared workflows:

e. Action Tracking: Meeting actions are captured live during the final five minutes of the
agenda, with action owners confirming their own commitments directly.

e Decision Briefings: Submitted using a standard single-page tcmplate with an explicit
decision question, distributed 48 hours before the sign-cft deadline.

e Urgent Diary Management: A designated single charinel for genuine operational
emergencies, rerrioving ad-hoc messaging across imultiple platforms.
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e Conflict Escalation: An established protocol that defines which project should pause
when an unscheduled executive priority lands.

Crucially, the agreement must define th< leader's required inputs. Reliable support depends on
the leader supplying a clear questicn, evaluating a draft, or providing an approval within an
agreed window. If that input is missed, the supporter requires an agreed escalation route or the
formal mandate to pause dependent downstream work. They must never be left to
manufacture decisions outside their authority simply to shield the leader from visible
operational friction.

5. Pay, Recognition, and Professional Progression

Recognition inust accurately describe the substance of the work. Characterising complex
operational integration, schedule risk management, and stakeholder diplomazy as "helping out"
misrepresents skilled labour as informal goodwill. Acknowledgement must. appear where
professional value is formally determined: project attribution logs, annuai reviews, and
remuneration discussions. At the same time, recognition should alig: with individual
preferences and maintain aprropriate discretion; general praise in a public forum is neither
universally welcome nor a suostitute for balanced workload and fair pay.

Where an individual's responsibilities have structurally outgrown their initial role, the leader
must submit a forimal review request covering scope, grading, and remuneration to the
appropriate atuthority:

Fictiona! Escalation Memorandum
To: Operational Sponsor / Head of Operations
From: Daniel, Operationz Director
Date: 2 November 2026
Subject: Role Scope Review and Capacity Adjustment — Aisha

Over the preceding six weeks, Aisha’s opcrational remit has permanently expanded
bevoind the original trial scope (three hours per week) to include recurring end-to-end
ccmmercial proposal coordination, cross-departmental dependency tracking, and
operational scope clarification.

| request a formal review of this role’s scope, job grade, and rcmuneration, with a
named reviewer and vvritten decision by 6 November 2026. Aisha has reviewed and
confirmed this sumiriary of duties.

If formal re-grading is not viable, the proposal coordination duties must be removed
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from Aisha’s responsibilities and integrated into an appropriately resourced
administrative role. While this review is underway, | have removed ad-hcc schedule
chasing from her workload and azreed that dependent client timelines will be adjusted
directly if executive inputs are dslayed.

Daniel records this commitment ir: the team action register and provides Aisha with a direct
update on the decision date. If the operational sponsor delays the decision, Daniel requests an
amended date and escalates the unresolved allocation to the senior management meeting.
Meanwhile, he takes personal responsibility for late sign-ifs and clarifies which deliverables
may pause. An exterded administrative review never iustifies keeping an expanded woriioad in
place indefinitely. Aisha should receive the formal decision and its underlying rationale privately
and directly, rather than having to chase an outcome requested on her behalf.

Career progression requires its own explicit dialogue. Some practitioners wist to advance
within executive operations; others airi for project management, commercial strategy, or line
leadership. Neither aspiration shouid be deduced from an individual's current operational
competence. A supporter who excels at coordinating a leader may require dedicated cover
and protected study or seccndment time to pursue their chosen path. If their indispensability
to the leader traps them in their current role, the organisation is turning personal reliability intc
a barrier to career advancement.

Remuneration, vizibility, and professional opportunity resolve distinct needs. Increased pay
does not make an unsustainable workload safe. Fublic recognition does not grant missing
operatioral authority. A prestigious secondment becomes an added burden if existing
administrative responsibilities remain in place. Each element requires deliberate evaluation on
its own terms.

6. Consent Under Asynymetrical Authority

A colleague’s stated willingness to take on work matters, but a direct request from a leader
carries inherent authority. An individual may agree because they find the assignment genuinely
engaging, because they value the professional partnership, or because declining risks treir

standing or evaluations. These motives frequently overlap.

A leader shiould never assume authentic cons=int from a rapid verbal agreement, particularly
when a request demands personal availak:iity outside core hours or crosses professional
boundaries. Ask explicitly what boundaries and resources are necessary to make an
assignment sustainable, and establish structured review points so arrangements can be
adjusted without requiring a formal grievance.

This does not require reneg«iiating every standard operationa! duty. It means that substantial
expansions in scope, ncn-standard working hours, and origoing emotional buffering must be
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discussed canuidly. When a colleague declines an additional support task, the leader must
absorb or reassign the operational requirement through standard channels, rather than quietly
re-imposing the work through hints, artificial urgency, or visible frustration.

Relational support demands especia'iy rigorous boundaries. A colleague may appropriately
nelp a leader structure an upcoming difficult conversation or share neutral feedback on how an
announcement was received. However, they should never be cast as an intermediary tasked
with reassuring upset colleagues that a leader had good intentions. Organisational repair
belongs unequivocally to the person whose actions caused the issue, supported by
appropriate human resource or governance functions. Support systems should enable
accountable leacership, not insulate an executive behind an interpersonal buffer.

7. A Counterexample: Sustainable Executive Partnership

Consider an alternative scenario. An executive assistant deliberately deveiops a career focused
on directing complex executive offices. The scope of authority is codificd, compensation
matches the level of risk and discretion required, and the assistant hiolds explicit authority to
safeguard designated strategy blocks and decline low-priority diary interruptions. Operational
workloads are formally reviewed each quarter, reliable cover is trained for absences, and the
assistant pursues recognised professional development. The executive provides timely inpLiis
and accepts that an unexpected priority requires de-crioritising other work.

Extensive support is present, yet the arrangement is healthy and mutually productive.

It would e counterproductive to dismantle this structure under the misguided assumption that
effective leaders must work in isolation. The relevant question is whether the support
arrangement is structurally sustainable, appropriately resourced, and fairly recognised—not
whether an executive relies on sustantial help. Some executives require ongoing operational
support to realise their potentiai, and a mature organisation builcs robust infrastructure to
provide it. Examining hidder labour should elevate and professionalise that partnership, not
cast shame on leaders vwho need support or treat all collaborative arrangements as inherently
exploitative.

8. Conducting a Support Load Reviecw

Select an cngoing support workflow or parinership that recurs often enough to provide clear
patterns. Begin by reviewing the formal joid description alongside concrete examples of recent
operational practice.

Invite the supporter to document their perspective through a charmel they consider safe
before any joint review takes place. While a coach, human resources partner, or external
facilitator can assist, clarify confidentiality boundaries, repc! ting pathways, and the limits of
privacy beforehand. Never offer unrealistic promises of anonymity in small teams where
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specific tasks immediately identify the contributor.

Eric Michot

For a bounded, representative period (typically two working weeks), capture.

—_

No ok wd

The specific support task performed.

The initiating trigger or person requesting it.
Direct time consumed versus the duration of task interruptions.
Substantive work postponed or displaced.

The operational impact had the intervention been cimitted.
The level of ciacision-making authority exercised.

Whether the activity falls within the formal roie profile.

Keep data collection practical; a handful of precise operational examples is more informative
than an exhausting audit. The goal is to analyse workflows, not to demand intusive personal
journals or private health disclosures.

Next, have the leader complete an independent log of the same eve:its. Review both records
together to identify systemic (ivergences without requiring the supporter to prove deliberate
managerial fault. Daniel may remember sending a single request for final sign-off; Aisha may
recall tracking multiple drafts across four days while fielding urgent questions from delivery
teams. Cross-reference available communication reccras and separate concrete observations
from subjective interpretations. Where time data is approximate, state it clearly as an =stimate.
The objective ¢ a shared, practical understanding of workflow friction, not forced agreement

on past intentions.

Worked Support Load Review: Fictional Project Team

Note: The following entries use illiistrative estimates for the fictional case study to guide

practical analysis.

Support Activity

Proposal
Coordination

Approval Reminders

Observed Operational
Friction & Load

2 planned hours; 6.5
hours of unlogged
chasing and checking.
Project reviews
postponed.

4 ad-hoc reminders

across 3 working days.

Severe ta:k switching

and stalied scheduling.

Boundary Breakdown &
Systemic Impact

Existino allocation covers
final document
counsolidation, not
open-ended cross-team
chasing.

Aisha lacks authority to
approve commercial
terms or schedule
delivery without
executive sign-oit.

Structural Remedy &
Named Owner

Remedy: Formalise a
6-hour weekly vroposal
allocation; descope
internal project reviews.
Owner: Daniel.

Remedy: Fixed daily
approval window
(16:00-16:30); default
escalation route if missed.
Owner: Daniel.
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Interpreting
Direction Changes

3 ad-hoc clarification
meetings with
commercial and
delivery teams; risk of

Aisha reconstructs
strategic rationale for
changes she did not
author and lacks

Eric Michot

Remedy: Daniel issues a
written chznge rationale

before aperational delivery

changes.

conflicting guidanze. authority to defend. Cwiner: Daniel.

Relational Buffering 45 minutes spent Interpersonal Remedy: Daniel conducts
de-escalating team accountability is direct repair with affected
frustration following offloaded to the staff; supporter role limited

an abrasive briefing. supporter, leaving the

leader insulated from

to briefing prep.
Owner: Daniel.

feedback.
Professional Secondment to Supporter's high Remedy: Secure
Progression commercial strategy competence in cross-trained cover;

schedtie secondment
start date for 15 January.
Cwner: Department
Sponsor.

indefinitely delayed
due to lack of
operational cove.

managing dependencies
creates an unaddressed
structural bottleneck.

This review separates legitimate, skilled support from avoidable operational recovery. Propozal
coordination is core business, but it requires a realistic. contracted capacity allocation.
Repeated sign-cf chasing requires personal changes to the leader's workflow alongsiae a
defined escalation path. Translating strategic changes requires clear written ownersnip from
the execuiive. Supporting sensitive conversations may involve advance preparation, but
relationa! repair belongs to the leader. Different operational problems demand tailored
adjustments rather than an unguided attempt to delegate tasks across the team.

For every change, define a decision owner, necessary resources, ar: implementation date, and
an explicit review milestone. Daniel establishes a fixed decision vindow and provides clear
written rationales. Aisha flzgs sign-off delays through an agreed single step rather than running
an informal cycle of reminders. The operational sponsor handles role evaluation and salary
reviews. The supporter must never be assigned the burden of managing an action plan
designed to alleviate their own overwork.

Finally, verity whether a proposed adjustment merely pushes the burden onto someone else. If
Leon aksorbs document checking, what heppens to his analytical responsibilities? If an
administrative assistant takes on scheduling, do they have the required context and systems
access? If the leader adopts live action tracking, does an unresourced colleague still have to
reconcile conflicting logs? Track the work across boundaries to ceintirm that the intervention
genuinely resolves operationzl friction rather than merely reassigning it.

9. Run a Focused Two-Week Experiment
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Select a single recurring operational friction point to redesign over a two-week period (or a
complete project cycle for longer workflows).

In Daniel and Aisha’s context, the expenirient could target the approval lcop:

A fixed daily review block ain Daniel’s calendar (16:00-16:30).

A clear submission protocol (briefing submitted via standard format by 12:00).

A maximum of one agreed automated alert.

An explicit escalation pathway: if sign-off is not recsirded by 16:30, Aisha holds forma!

authority to pause the dependent workflow without personal blame.

e Daniel comenits to deciding or formally reneaotiating the milestone directly with the
client.

e Aisha's role includes scheduled coordination, with no expectation that she chase Daniel

out of hours to preserve the appearance of seamless delivery.

5
9
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Use recent workflows as a baseline; never artificially withdraw essential support simply to
prove dependence. Track whether decisions land within the window. zount how many
supplementary reminders were sent, and measure what downstreaam rework was required.
Record qualitative feedback: ask Aisha about her task focus ara displaced work; ask Daniel
whether the materials provided enabled decisive sign-offs. 2ccount for contextual differences
between cycles, as a less demanding commercial proposai or an unusually quiet operational
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week will naturally influence results.
At the end of the two weeks, evaluate outcomes:

e Maintain: Delivery remains retiable, and the support load is eithet noticeably reduced or
accommodated within an expanded capacity agreement.

e Adjust: The scheduled review point improves workflow, but decision boundaries or
underlying workloads require further refinement.

e Pivot: The change introduces secondary delays or zimply shifts chasing onto someone
else; choose 2n alternative approach.

Surfacing persistent operational problems provides valuable organisational data. It must never
prompt a dsrnand that the supporter quietly step back in to rescue the process so the trial can
be declared an administrative success.

The core leadership question is: Whoze unseen labour makes my effectiveness possible, and
what structural changes must | ovwn so they can contribute sustainzkbily and advance on terms
they define? A leader who asks this question must be ready to change personal habits, defend
a colleague's capacity, and actively sponsor resource requests. Professional appreciation
becomes meaningful only when concrete structural commitments stand behind it.

A healthy leadership support system must be evaluaied by reliability, workload equity.
operational authority, and professional opporturity combined. An arrangement werks when
business okiectives are met, supporting labour is visible and compensated, and the people
delivering it can set boundaries without risking their standing or careers.

Chapter 15 examines collective decision-making: structuring processes that draw on diverse
expertise while maintaining unamiiguous accountability. The operational principles explored
here remain foundational to that work, because collective decisioris must still be prepared,
coordinated, and delivereci--and those who make that process possible must be fully
recognised and supportad.
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Chapter 15: Decisions that use different contributions

Daniel thinks the meeting has reached a ~ecision. The team has discussed the proposed
service launch, Leon has explained the commercial opportunity, and nobndy has objected
wiien Daniel says they should procesd.

Aisha closes her notebook without feeling that the decision is complete. She holds operational
information about the staffing arrangement that would alter the proposed start date. She
began to raise it, but the conversation swept forward ints client enthusiasm before she co: i
distinguish a manageable inconvenience from a hard ¢livery constraint. Daniel sees foirward
momentum and & broadly supportive room. Aisha zees a commitment that has travelled far
beyond the «vidence supporting it.

This fictional teaching scenario continues the team from Chapters 13 and 14. It does not
describe a specific client or imply a clinical diagnosis. Daniel directs the organisation, Aisha
manages projects, and Leon leads commercial analysis. Their breakdown is not merely that one
person speaks quickly while anather needs time to reflect. Leon’s financial model contains a
crucial cash-flow assumption about payment timing that Daniel has overlooked. Aisha holds
delivery constraints invisible to the others. Daniel holds intelligence regarding client flexibility
that he has not yet shared. The meeting has assembled *he people without assembling their
knowledge.

From Daniel’s perspective, the organisation cannot analyse indefinitely. He believes decisive
action is needed to secure the commercial opportunity, and he assumes colleagues will voice
materia! objections plainly. From Aisha’s perspective, the opportunity is real, but the setting
offered no disciplined mechanism to examine her operational data. She ihas no desire to be
perceived as obstructive, and she cannot tell whether Daniel's summary was an open proposal
or an executive instruction.

These misalignments reveai a structural design flaw: the decision question, the information
dependencies, and the mechanism of closure were never explicitly defined.

Decision architecture must bring relevant, distributed contributions into judgement while
identifying piecisely whose authority seals the commitment. That authority may :est with an
individual or a collective body. The process chosen should be strictly proportionate to the
uncertainty, stakes, and time available. Acvance briefing, protected reflection, focused
discussion, and a verified record each serve a distinct purpose in refining judgement. The
Decision Design Canvas structures that process for a single, conseguential choice.

Name the decision hxefore choosing the meeting

A discussion topic is not a decision question. An agenda item titled “The service launch” could
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mean deciding whether to enter the market, selecting a launch date, approving capital
expenditure, or settling the operational delivery model. Team members can deicate each of
these simultaneously while mistakenly beiieving they are addressing the same issue.

Begyin by framing a specific questicn that states the exact commitment under review, the
options genuinely open, and the deadline. For Daniel’'s team, the question is not “What do we
think of the service launch?”, but rather: “Should we authorise a limited service launch next
month, subject to agreed staffing availability and commercial terms?”

Identify the authority before soliciting input. In this team, Daniel holds delegated commercial
authority; Aisha and Leon advise and steward subsaquent execution. If an oversight board or
governance ccrnmittee holds the decision rights, the team’s task is to formulate a clear
recommendation. Contributors must know from the outset whether they are advising an
individual executive, exercising delegated mandate, or participating as votina members of a
collective body.

For a collective body, the persor: tacilitating or coordinating the process does not inherit the
body's authority. Their role is to curate the material, ensure accessible participation, and record
the outcome faithfully. The body remains accountable for applying its governance rules and
approving commitments. Neither a chair’s verbal summary nor an absence of overt objections
should be treated as formal assent unless established rules provide for it.

Clear accountzbility does not render consultation decorative. An accountable owner must
weigh the evidence, explain their reasoning, and bear ultimate responsibility for the outcome. In
turn, centributors must understand which boundaries their roles require them to defend. An
analyst’s caution regarding an untested financial assumption is not a matter of personal
temperament; operational capacity is not a secondary detail to be swept aside by commercial
enthusiasm.

Agree on decision criterie hefore debating preferred solutions. Criteria might encompass client
value, operational feasibiiity, acceptable financial risk, and implementation speed. Distinguish
non-negotiable threshold constraints from negotiable trade-offs. If an option breaches e
essential operational constraint, the owner must either resolve the constraint or reject the
option. Criteria do not eliminate subjective judgernent or manufacture certainty, but they make
the underiving trade-offs transparent and teztable.

What empirical research reveals

Organisational research provides several practical insights for structuring decision processes:

e The Common Informetion Bias: Stasser and Titus demoanstrated that group discussions
gravitate heavilv wwward shared information and initiai preferences, frequently
overlooking critical facts known to only one participant. While an experimental

164



The Spiky Leader: Neurodiversity, Resnonsibility, and the Design of Collective Capability Eric Michot

candidate-selection task cannot replicate every nuance of executive deliberation, it
provides a compelling reason to ask explicitly: What does each person lzre know that
the rest of us do not?

s Information Exchange and Perfcrmance: Mesmer-Magnus and D=Church’s
meta-analysis of 72 indepeiinent studies across 4,795 groups confirmed a consistent
positive relationship between thorough information sharing and team performance.
However, this relationship varies with task complexity; more discussion is not inherently
better. The practical requirement is ensuring that uriiquely held, decision-critical
information siuirfaces and affects the outcome.

e Social Influ=nce and Early Convergence: Lorer.z and colleagues found that even rnodest
social influence can significantly degrade 1he wisdom-of-crowds effect by driving
preriature convergence. While their research addressed numerical estimation, it
highlights the value of protecting independent thinking before contricutors are exposed
to dominant voices or executive preferences. It does not suggest <onsensus is
inherently flawed, but it cauticris against unexamined conformity.

The practical lesson is straightforward: establish a deliberate route through which essential
knowledge is gathered, examined, and weighed before closure. Furthermore, group research
does not imply that a neurodivergent colleague will automatically bring superior insight or
require an inflexible accommodation. Focus directly on the actual contribution, ask people vwhat
conditions allow them to prepare effectively, and evaiuate the evidence on its merits.

Preparation that enables participation

Distributing advance material reduces the cognitive load of having to grasp complex detail
while simultaneously formulating a thoughtful response. A good decisicn brief is concise. It
states the core question, available options, evaluation criteria, primary zvidence, recognized
uncertainties, and the decision a2adline. Supplying an undigestec: volume of documents
without an explicit question creates an illusion of thoroughness while increasing preparation
fatigue. The objective is 1ucable clarity, not administrative volume.

Provide adequate preparation time proportionate to the complexity of the choice. Deliver
material in accessible formats and clarify specialized terminology. In multilingual envircnments,
distinguish b=iween a colleague clarifying language and hesitation in judgement. Some
individuals process written briefs most effectively; others need a brief verbal orientation; many
rely or: both. Inquire what conditions enakle a contributor’s best thinking without reducing
them to rigid categories or demanding diagnostic explanations.

Preparation is real work. It requires dedicated capacity, both for the person drafting the brief
and those reviewing it. As hiahiighted in Chapter 14, responsibiiities must be explicit: who
curates the evidence, reccriciles differing numbers, and ccordinates inputs? Avoid turning the
most conscientious calleague into the default administrator of every team decision.
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Advance access cannot resolve every information asymmetry. Certain details—such as
commercially sensitive client negotiations or confidential personnel records—cannot be
distributed widely. Explicitly map where these gaps exist. Where material cannot be shared
directly, provide an authorised summary, commission a designated review, or state the
lirnitation clearly. Never ask a team to endorse a level of confidence thay cannot independently
evaluate.

Protect reflection and direct live discussion

Before opening genzral discussion, invite participants to formulate a brief, independent
assessment: their wiitial leaning, primary rationale, key uncertainties, and what information they
suspect others may be missing. This can remain psrsonal working notes rather than an official
document. \ts role is to anchor independent appraisal and make visible how one’s view shifts as
new evidence emerges. A preliminary view should never become a test of stubborn
consistency; revising judgement in light of new facts is the hallmark of sourid decision-making.

independent reflection does not depend on written fluency. A voice rnemo or a focused
preliminary conversation can achieve the same result. What matters is the buffer between
reviewing the facts and encountering the most persuasive or senior voice in the room. When en
executive opens a meeting by declaring a strong preference, colleagues find it considerably
harder to maintain their independent evaluation. Whe:« possible, the leader should listen to
contributions before placing their own recommendation on the table.

Live discussion is best reserved for stress-testing dependencies, clarifying assumptions, and
resolving competing interpretations. Open the dialogue by surfacing unshared information
rather than calling for immediate votes on preferences. Ask:

e What evidence or operaticnal constraints would materially aiter this decision?
e Which underlying zssumptions require independent verification?

e Does a commitment in this area create an unresourced obligation elsewhere?

Invite input trom those closest to execution, wiiile remembering that proximity aione does not
guarantec a comprehensive view. Operatic.nal claims still require scrutiny.

A iacilitator keeps the core question central, ensures significant contributions receive an
explicit response, and separates disagreements over factual evider.ce from disagreements
over strategic priorities. In smaiier teams, the decision owner can handle this facilitation,
provided they do not use their authority to sidestep inconvenient constraints. Ensure
participants can contritute both verbally during the meeting and through written notes before
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final closure. Siience must never be interpreted as agreement.

Expertise: weight without imminity

Eau:al respect for colleagues does not rean giving equal weight to every opinion. A specialist
with deep technical background has stronger grounds for assessing engineering or financial
risk than a colleague encountering the domain for the first time. Probe what their judgement
rests on, where their domain ends, and what uncertainties remain unresolved. Avoid treating
vocal confidence, organizational seniority, or rapid respor:ses as proxies for sound judgement.
Equally, resist discoLinting solid technical counsel simply because a simpler, more optimisiic
narrative feels appcaling.

Expertise is <istributed across roles. In our scenario, Leon evaluates commercial exposure,
Aisha identifies delivery dependencies, and Daniel reads client strategy. None possesses the
complete picture solely by virtue of being an expert in their respective dcrnain. The decision
owner must integrate these separata perspectives into a coherent, susiainable commitment.
When two specialists disagree, uncover the differing baseline assun~ptions driving their
conclusions. A quick show of nands cannot resolve an underlying factual dependency.

Rapidity of response is an ambiguous signal. It may indicate genuine pattern recognition borea
of experience; it may equally indicate unreflective intuiticn that has missed critical nuances.
Similarly, a slower response can reflect rigorous anaivtical processing, inaccessible briefing
material, or a 4ap in domain knowledge. Evaluate e¢ach contribution against the evidence rather
than ranking individuals by how decisively they speak.

When compressed processes are appropriate

Consider an operational emergency. A building access system fails twenty minutes before a
major public event begins. The tacilities lead possesses a tested contingency procedure, the
authority to deploy an alteraaiive entrance, and the practical knowledge to act immediately.
Demanding advance reacing, private reflection notes, and a structured consensus discussion
would be an abdication of common sense. An immediate situational assessment, an authc:ised
decision, and a retrospective record are all that is required.

Urgency changes the sequence and breadth of engagement. Isolate the immediaie decision,
assemble the individuals with essential facts. and execute the safest workable commitment
withir delegated authority. Where uncertainty persists, favour reversible actions and identify
clezr review triggers. Document the essential facts as soon as the immediate incident is
contained.

Crucially, distinguish true exiecrnal emergencies from the artificial urgency caused by late
preparation. A sudden operational disruption allows little tirne. Conversely, a regulatory
deadline known for two months that lands on contributors' desks with forty-eight hours to
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spare reflects ibroken planning, not unavoidable urgency. Habitual crisis decision-making
routinely excludes those who require structured preparation and forces others into constant,
exhausting remediation. The remedy lies in operational planning upstream. inot in accelerating
the meeting itself.

The Decision Design Canvas

The canvas consolidates the core architecture of a decision onto a single page or shared
reference document. It sets out the central question, decision rights, constraints, criteria,
options, and information requirements, followed by the sequencing of preparation, refler:tion,
discussion, and closure.

Worked Example: The Redesigned Service Launch
Canvas Element Agreed Design

Question & Deadline Whether tc authorise a limited service launch next miar.th.
Deadline: Friday, 15:00, prior to issuing any client commitment.

Owner & Authority Daniel holds final decision rights within delegated commercial limits.
Board approval required if financial exposure breaches defined threshold.

Criteria & Options Criteria: Client value, operationa: staffing feasibility, and acceptable
cash-flow exposure.
Options: (1) Limited launci:. (2) Deferred launch, (3) Revised delivery terms,
(4) Decline opportunity.

Information & - Aisha: Staffing capacity, project lead dependencies, and delivery
Contributors constraints.
« Leon: Carnmercial model, billing milestones, and working capital
assumgi.ons.
« Daniel: Client strategic flexibility and executive context.

Preparation & Reflection « Concise brief distributed two working days before meeting.
« Each contributor prepares: preferred option, primary rationale, key
uncertainty, and suspected missing information.

Discussion & <_iosure - Deliberation sequence: surtace uniquely held information — stress- test
assumptions — evaluate options against criteria.
- Daniel decides within mandate or specifies the exact outstanding
evidence needed.

Record, Actions & - Document agreed choice, rationale, identified risks, and assigned action
Review owners.
- Moty affected delivery teams.
- Review trigger: immediate reconsideraticn if staffing availability or
payment milestones shift.
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How the Redesigned Deliberation Plays Out

Consider how the service launch unfolds under this design.

Thz aiscussion begins with an illustrative proposal to launch the full service within four weeks.
Because information is surfaced systematically before solutions are depated, Aisha presents
her operational analysis: the soie accredited delivery lead is fully committed to a legacy project
for six weeks. This is not an expression of reluctance; it is a hard structural dependency that
makes a four-week full launch unworkable.

Leon then details his financial analysis. His cash-flow riodel assumes a 50% advance
mobilization depacsit, whereas the current draft proposal permits payment thirty days after
completion. ¢ roceeding immediately with the full launch would require both emergency
contract staffing and substantial negative cash-flow exposure.

Aisha re-introduces the phased advisory model developed in Chapter 13. This option deploys
available consulting capacity immeuadiately, generates early revenue, and establishes an
objective review milestone before committing to wider implementation. Daniel confirms from
his discussions that the client prioritizes immediate diagnostic insights over an all-at-once
rollout.

Daniel authorises negotiations on the basis of the limited advisory option, setting the coridition
that full deliverv remains contingent on confirmed staffing and revised payment tertis. He
formally reccrds why the immediate full launch: was deferred.

The centributions have fundamentally reshaped the commitment. The meeting was not merely
more collaborative; it prevented the organisation from entering into a biari-risk delivery failure.

This remains a teaching illustraticn, not a guarantee that every project succeeds. The client may
reject the revised terms, or the advisory phase may encounter unexpected friction. What
matters is that critical inteligence altered executive judgement before legal or financial
obligations were incurred. A process that merely sought informal consensus around a
pre-selected outcome would have suppressed that intelligence.

Closure and the Decision Record

A structured discussion requires an unambiguous close. In our scenario, Daniel exercises his
executive authority after the specified evidence has been weighed. If an essential constraint
remains unresolved, he does not declare the room “broadly aligned”; he explicitly identifies the
missing data and pauses closure. Where decisions rest with a boarc or committee, the group's
established voting or consensus rules must be observed. Clarity about decision ownership
must never become a pretext for bypassing institutional go#2rnance.
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Maintain a cleai, concise record documenting:

The choice authorised.

The rationale and criteria appliec:.

Core operational and financiai assumptions.
Unresolved risks and estat.lished review triggers.
Specific action owners and delivery deadlines.

Capture material dissent accurately and professionally, avciding language that paints dissertinig
contributors as uncnaperative. Contributors must have the opportunity to verify that their
technical input was not misrepresented. If the decision owner decides against a specialist’s
direct recomrnendation, the strategic grounds foi doing so must be documented so they can
be reviewed in retrospect.

The act of note-taking does not transfer accountability to the person writing the minutes. The
decision owner verifies and signs oft on the final record. Implementatici leads confirm their
assigned actions and schedules. Aivyone reading the summary must be able to distinguish an
authorised commitment frorvi an option that was considered and discarded. This clarity forms
the foundation of reliable operational handoffs, which Chapter 16 examines in detail.

Putting this into practice: Run one redesigned decision

Select an upcairiing decision of genuine conseguznce—one that carries meaningfu!
operational risk and allows sufficient time for ieparation. Identify the specific vulnerability you
seek to eliminate:

e Are delivery constraints discovered only after client commitmerts are signed?

e s polite silence habitually mistaken for consent?

e Do team members leave ineetings with contradictory interpretations of what was
agreed?

Use one or two recent, comparable decisions as an informal baseline. Resist the temptation to
overhaul every administrative meeting at once.

Agree on thz decision process with contributors in advance. Distribute a focusec orief, protect
time for independent reflection, and use live deliberation to examine assumptions and missing
eviderice. Fix a firm deadline and an explicit point of closure. Establish a route for raising
genuinely new, unforeseen facts after the meeting without implying that every preference can
reopen an approved decision. The owner remains responsible for determining whether newly
emergent information justifies revising the commitment.
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Evaluating Success

Evaluate decision quality first by the rigor of the process at the time the choice was made:

Were defined criteria applied consistently?

Was uniquely held information surfaced and examined?

Were underlying assumptions made explicit?

Are operational responsibilities and review triggers unambiguous?

Sl

Evaluate operational outcomes later, once sufficient time haz elapsed. Track whether avoidable
rework was minimized, whether unforeseen bottlenecks vvere anticipated, and whether tearms
executed in alignment with the record. A flawed process can occasionally yield a lucky result, just as
a sound, disciniinied process can encounter unpredictable disruptions. Both process and outcome
require honest appraisal.

Measure participation by influence and evidential access, not by speaking vaiyme or time at the
microphone. Did contributors have an sccessible channel to submit relevarit facts? Did their inputs
receive a reasoned response from e decision owner? Was the preparation and documentation
workload sustainable? A speciaiist's perspective does not have to prevail to have been taken
seriously, but they must be abie to trace how their evidence informed the outcome. If the same
person consistently carries the burden of writing, coordinating, and recording, treat that dynamic as
an operational risk to be corrected.

Maintain the prac«.tices that build clarity at reasonabi« cost. Adjust the process if briefs are useful
but closure rernains ambiguous, or if preparaticn demands become disproportionate to the
decision’s importance. Discontinue elements that generate administrative friction without
enhanciing judgement. A single successful trial provides valuable operational momentum; it does
not constitute an immutable formula.

The central leadership question is ihis:

How will | ensure that relevant contributions can fundamentally alter my judgement, while remaining
fully and unambiguously accountable for the commitments | authorise?

For an executive, this demands far more than inviting polite opinions. It requires framing ~hoices
with intellectuzl honesty, actively examining evidence that challenges a favored direction, and
providing ci2ar, transparent reasons for the cominitments made.

Complementary minds strengthen organizational judgement when their knowledge reaches the
poiiit of decision, and when the resulting commitment is clear enough to be executed with
confidence. The work is incomplete if vital insights remain unexaminec. if authority remains
ambiguous, or if colleagues depart with incompatible expectations.

Chapter 16 addresses the next critical discipline: transforming <-omplementary contributions into
dependable operationai handoffs, with robust safeguards when a key colleague is unavailable.
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Chapter 16: Handoffs and Team Resilience

Aisha has been away for less than a day when the first difficulty appears. The client has
accepted the limited service launch, Daniel has recorded the decision, ana Leon has completed
the cost analysis. Yet the colleagus preparing the delivery schedule cannot tell which version of
the staffing plan is current. Daniel remembers agreeing a change, but he is unsure whether
Aisha incorporated it before leaving. Leon can explain the figures, although he does not know
whether the client has confirmed the payment arrangement. Everyone has contributed
something useful. Nchody can confidently identify the next authorised action.

Daniel’s first instinct is to call Aisha. She would prctably locate the correct file and explain what
remains outs1anding within minutes. From his perspective, a short call could prevent a
disproportionate delay. From hers, that call would confirm that the team'’s continuity
arrangement still depends on her availability. She prepared a handover, bu:t “he organisation
had never agreed which details it must contain, who would receive it, or what authority the
replacement would have. Her leave has exposed a gap that ordinary cooperation had kept out
of sight.

This fictional teaching scenario continues the team from Chapters 13 to 15. It does not describe
a client, imply a diagnosis, or report a tested interventicn. Its dilemma is familiar:
complementary contributions can create a strong waiking relationship and a fragile process at
the same time. \When one person becomes the plzce where information, interpretation, and
follow-througih meet, their absence can reveat how much of the organisation’s reliability was
carried i a single relationship.

Complementarity creates dependency that needs explicit safeguards. The purpose of this
chapter is to turn useful connections between people into workable handoffs, with enough
continuity to protect both delivery and the people providing supjort. Inputs, outputs, owners,
timing, escalation, and absznce cover need to be specified in a form the team can actually use.
A Handoff and continuity agreement provides a practical starting point. Its test is whether a
colleague can identify and undertake the next authorised step when the usual supporter is
unavailable.

Dependsricy is Part of Working Tegether

Teams ciepend on one another because work requires different knowledge, decisions, and
cacavilities. The aim is not to eliminate that dependence or make every person
interchangeable. Daniel cannot replace Leon’s commercial expertise inerely by reading his
notes, and Leon cannot acquire Aisha’s project judgement througi a folder of templates.
Specialisation can remain vaiuable. The design question is which dependencies are necessary,
which are avoidable, anc wnat happens when a necessary contribution is temporarily
unavailable.
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Some dependeicies concern expertise. Others concern information that has not been made
accessible, authority that has not been delegated, or habits that nobody else has had an
opportunity to learn. These require different responses:

e A specialist issue may need another qualified practitioner or a deliberate pause.
e A missing file needs an ayreed location and disciplined version control.
e An approval bottleneck needs a defined deputy with clear thresholds.

Treating all three as a generic need for more documentaticin produces a cumbersome mant:a!
without resolving the actual failure.

Continuity prctects the opportunity to be genuineiy unavailable. Chapters 13 and 14 examined
development and the resources behind support. Here the operational test is narrower: can
someone locate the current state, take an authorised next step, or initiate an agreed pause? A
handover that still requires Aisha to manitor messages during leave has ncn. established that
boundary.

A Handoff is Complets: When the Next Step is Understood

Sending a file is not a completed handoff. A receiver may hold the document but lack the
context, access, authority, or time to act on it.

Define the next uisable state of the work. For a service launch, that requires:

Ari approved scope.

A current, authoritative staffing plan.
Confirmed commercial conditions.

Explicit open questions.

A named owner for eaci: outstanding action.

The receiver must be able o tellimmediately what is settled, what remains provisional, and
what they are permitted to change.

The sender and receiver share reciprocal responsikiiities. The sender supplies the agreed
information ar.d identifies exceptions. The receiver verifies that the material is usad'e, confirms
the next acrion, and raises gaps through the agreed route. Acceptance does nct mean
certifving that every detail is flawless; it means acknowledging a sufficiently clear transfer for
the specified work, with uncertainties recorded. Responsibility does not move merely because
a message was sent.

Ownership must remain unatribiguous during the transition. If Daniel authorises the client
commitment, handing delivery information to a colleague doas not transfer his accountability
for that commitment. The delivery owner manages the schedule within agreed limits, while any
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variation to scope or commercial terms returns to Daniel or an authorised deputy. A colleague
should never discover that accepting an operational handoff has silently made tinem
accountable for decisions outside their cc ntrol.

A znort confirmation can uncover & substantial misunderstanding befare damage occurs. Ask
the receiver to summarise:

The immediate next action.

The relevant deadline.

Any unresolvead issue or dependency.

The exact trireshold at which they must escalate.

R

This is a cooperative check rather than a test of the receiver's competence. If their summary
differs from the sender’s intention, the team has discovered a problem while it can still be
corrected. Adjust the method to the person and the task: a concise writte: confirmation, a
brief conversation, or an update in @ shared action register may each bz suitable.

What the Research Can Support

Starmer and colleagues’ multicentre study examined a structured handoff programme in
paediatric residency settings and reported an associaticn with reduced medical errors after
implementation.[1] The intervention involved a bundie: of communication, training, and
implementaticin changes. This is evidence from clinical work, not a trial of executive icam
handoffs. It supports investigating structured tiansfer and practice, while providing no basis for
assuming that a checklist alone will produce the same result elsewhere.

Marks, Sabella, Burke, and Zaccaro studied cross-training through two computer-simulation
experiments involving 45 and 49 teams. Cross-training improved shared understanding of team
interaction, and coordination ni<diated the relationship between that understanding and
performance. Findings abcut the depth of training required were less consistent. These
experiments offer a reason to practise cover rather than simply nominate it. They do not
establish how much training a particular workplace role needs or justify treating colleagu:es as
interchangeable.

The practice! recommendation is to check whether information, authority, and cover
arrangements hold under a bounded disrugtion. Documentation alone cannot supply specialist
capabiity. The agreement should show which steps can continue, which need a qualified
person, and which must pause until an authorised decision is available.

Specify the Work at the Boundary

A workable agreement begins with the trigger: what event makes a handoff necessary?
Triggers include the avnroval of a proposal, completion of an analysis, an absence, or a
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transition between project phases.

Next, specify the input required by the next person and the output they are expected to
produce. A vague instruction to "take cver the launch” conceals too muci:. A request to confirm
the staffing schedule against the approved scope by Wednesday is actionable, provided the
relevant material and authority ars accessible.

Timing must account for two distinct milestones:

1. The final delivery deadline.
2. Theinitial wihdow for acceptance, review, or ciarification.

If the receiver discovers a missing input only when the final deliverable is due, the handoff has
failed to leave space to repair the problem. Agree on what happens when an input is delayed,
altered after transfer, or uncertain. A visible status such as awaiting comme2rcial sign-off is
more useful than a reassuring stateri=nt that the work is "almost done" kecord only
distinctions that help somebody choose the next action.

Information requires a stabls, single source of truth. Agree where the current decision, working
files, and open actions live, and how the team identifies the authoritative version. Personal
memory and private inboxes are weak substitutes for a shared record in an interdependent
workflow. At the same time, access should match the work and confidentiality requirements;
continuity does riot require sharing private data indiscriminately or passing personai credentials
between caileagues.

A hanaoff must make consequential exceptions visible. The receiver needs to know which
assumption might fail, what warning signs to monitor, and what action iz permitted if an
exception arises. For Daniel’s tearr!, an unconfirmed payment conditicn could prevent the
launch from proceeding even if the schedule is ready. That exception belongs beside the next
action, rather than buried in the history of a client email threaa.

Cover Requires Competence, Capacity, and Authority

A backup name on an organisation chart is only th< beginning of a conversation:

Car that person perform the required ~vork competently?

10 they have the necessary access 1o systems, tools, and records?
Y Do they possess the delegated authority to make decisions?

e What existing work will be deprioritised while they provide ccver?

If these questions remain una:iswered, the agreement records hope rather than continuity. A
colleague may be willing and capable, yet unable to provide cover within their existing
workload.
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Train cover around the most critical parts of the process. A colleague can observe the work,
undertake a bounded task with guidance, and practise using the agreed recorcs. Preparation
must match the consequences and comniexity of the task. Some duties reguire professional
credentials or extensive experience that cannot be transferred through a brief briefing. Where
competence is unavailable, the continuity plan should specify what pauses and how
stakeholders will be informed.

Authority must be explicit enough to be exercised. A deputy might approve routine schedule
adjustments within an agreed scope, but refer any new commercial commitment back to a
director. An assistari*. might reschedule meetings during leave, but lack authority to amernd a
contract. Written boundaries protect the deputy fism both paralysis and pressure to exceed
their role.

Plan how the work returns. When the usual owner resumes, the cover colleague should
provide:

The current state of deliverables.
Decisions made in the iiiterim.
Unresolved issues and new risks.
Changed deadlines.

The returning colieague should not have to reconstruct every event or duplicate compieted
work. Cover car expose system friction or imprcvements worth retaining, which sihould be
reviewed jointly. It can also generate a backleg, determine how that backlog will be absorbed
rather than assuming the end of leave marks the end of the capacity constraint.

Use Proportionate Continuity in Small Teams

A small organisation may lack a Chief of Staff, a specialist deputy. or spare capacity. It can still
identify the few activities that must continue and separate then from work that can wait. For a
two-person team, continuity might mean:

Shared access to an approved client record.

A short, prioritised list of urgent actions.

Explicit delegated financial or operaticnai limits.

A pre-drafted message for postporning non-essential requests.

This is more realistic than promising uninterrupted performance across an entire role.

External cover can assist with bounded specialist requirements, prcvided availability, system
access, cost, and confidentiaiity are agreed in advance. It shouid never be assumed that an
external contractor will be available at short notice. Where eixternal support is unaffordable or
unavailable, a managed service reduction is the responsible course. Resilience includes the
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ability to make an orderly, authorised pause. It does not mean absorbing every disruption
through unsustainable personal strain.

lllustrative Example: The Qualified Specialist

A small consultancy depends on ¢ specialist whose work requires qualifications that other team
members do not hold. When the specialist takes planned leave, the firm deliberately schedules
technical work around the absence, while a colleague provides routine progress updates to
clients. The process remains dependent on expertise, but *iiat dependency is acknowledged
and managed. Atterconiing to train an unqualified substitute hastily or expecting remote
availability throughout leave would create an inferior and risky arrangement.

The failure lies not in the existence of a dependency, but in making commitments that ignore it,
concealing its consequences, or leaving its management to the person who rneeds to be away.
A leader owns the decision to limit service, secure qualified cover, or rescivadule delivery.
Colleagues can contribute to the pl=n without being expected to make an unfeasible promise
work.

Work Through the Handoff and Continuity Agreement

Choose one process from the team contribution map. !<lentify its essential outcome and the
boundary where vvork passes between people. Ask i1 sender and receiver independaritly:

1. What 0o you believe is being transferrec!?
2. What remains your ongoing responsibility?
3. Which source of information do you rely on?

Discrepancies between their acccunts show exactly where the process needs structural clarity.
Begin with recent, concrete exarnples rather than an exhaustive procedure-writing exercise.

The worked agreement below illustrates the service launch scenario. It outlines the cover
structure and the precise record exchanged between sender and receiver.

Worked Handoff and Continuity Agreemerit
Agreeme:t tlement lllustrative Arrangziment
Qutcome and Trigger Prepare a feasible launch schedule within the approved scope.

Transfer occurs after scope authorisation or iuefore Aisha’s
planned absence.
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Sender, Receiver, and Sender: Aisha | Receiver: Leon.
Inputs Inputs: Current scope, staffing plan, payment status, 2. open
actions locateq in the shared launch record.

Qutput and Acceptance Leon confirms the next scheduling action and unresolved
condlitions.
Missing inputs are formally recorded before responsibility is
assumed.

Timing and Capacity Review conducted before Aicha’s planned leave.
Leon is allocated two houit of protected cover time, with routine
work reprioritised.
Urgent, unexpected absence activates the same protocol.

Authority and Escalation Leon is authorised to make routine scheduling adj.istrents within
the appreved scope.
Daniel cecides scope or commercial variations.
An authorised deputy is named if Daniel is unavailable.

Exceptions and Fallback Unconfirmed payment or unavailable staffing pauses the affected
commitment.
Daniel owns the resolution and client communication.
Strict rule: No reliance on contacting Aisha during leave.

Return anct Review Leon records interirn decisions, current deliverable status, and
remaining actions.
Aisha confirms the resumed allocation upon return.
Daniel reviews the agreement after the rehearsa=..

The Transfer Record ara Acceptance

Aisha’s Sender Record:

“Launch record version 3 is current. Daniel has approved the limited advisory scope; wider
delivery remains conditional. The staffing plan maiches that scope. Leon must prepére the
aadvisory s~hedule by Wednesday 12:00. The ciient has not confirmed the advance-payment
conditicn. Do not release a confirmed stai date until Daniel records the commercial decision.
The earlier full-service schedule is superseded.”

(She identifies the authoritative shared location and the specific or;<n action, rather than
forwarding an email thread ana leaving Leon to infer next steps.)

Leon’s Acceptance Record:
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"I can access version 3 and have the agreed two hours reserved. | will prepare the limited
aadvisory schedule by Wednesday 12:00. Payment confirmation remains Daniel’s action, due
Tuesday 15:00. | accept the scheduling task; | will keep the client release on hold until that
conaition is resolved. If the decision is iate, | will flag it through the launch record and the
uvigent route, rather than contact Aisha during leave."

(The acceptance is strictly bounded to the action he has the capacity and authority to carry.)
The Visible Exception:

"Status: Awaiting commercial decision. Daniel confirms acceptable terms or pauses reiecase and
informs the client. If Daniel is unavailable, escalats (o the named deputy; if no authorised
decision is available, release remains on hold."

(This provides a clear operational state even while the work is unfinished, ;.reventing
unconfirmed assumptions from slippiag into delivery.)

Upon return, Leon records the schedule produced, decisions made, updated dates, and
outstanding tasks. Aisha reviesws and confirms the resumed allocation with him. If the period of
cover has generated a backlog, Daniel reviews capacity and adjusts priorities before adding i*
to her returning workload. The process owner ensures the agreement remains viable when
tools or mandates shift, while individual action owners keep their entries current.

Stress-Test an Absence Without Creating a Crisis

Arrange a short, voluntary tabletop exercise or bounded rehearsal around a real task. Agree
that the usual supporter will be completely unavailable for the duration oi the exercise,
establishing an explicit stop conditian if live client delivery is jeopardised.

Important Boundary: Do not surprise the team by withholding information, remove established
accessibility adjustments, cr use the rehearsal to test whether a person "deserves" support. For
high-stakes specialist functions, use a simulation or walkthrough rather than testing on live
commitments.

1. Proviae Permissions and Records: Supply tne cover colleague with the exact records,
permissions, and tools specified in the agreement.

2. ixecute the Step: Ask them to identify the current state, determine the next action,
surface a likely exception, and identify the escalation route. Where appropriate, have
them complete a bounded routine step.

3. Capture Friction Points: Record precisely where they need < larification, where access
permissions fail, or where an action exceeds their delegated mandate. If the usual
supporter has to ciep in, log that gap rather than treating the intervention as proof of
success.
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4. Evaluate Practical Performance:
o Could the colleague locate the authoritative information quickly?
Was it clear what had been approved versus what remained provisional?
Could they complete the action without rework or emergancy rescue?
What displaced work did the cover generate elsewhere?
Crucially, ask the usual supporter: Would this arrangement allow you to step
away without monitoring communications in private?
5. Review and Refine: Retain what functioned well, rectify missing information or
delegated limits, and discontinue any expectatict: that demands capability the tearn
does not possess. Assign each repair to the nerson holding the authority to make it.

o O O O

A single rehearsal will reveal immediate feasibility and obvious vulnerabilities; it cannot
guarantee resilience under prolonged or compounding absences. Extended absences or
simultaneous leaves require separate design.

The core leadership question is:

Which dependency am | allowiing to remain inside one person’s availability, and what
information, authority, or resource decision belongs to me to make that dependency workable?

Leaders must address this before asking a dependablz team member to draft another
handover document. Otherwise, handover preparation becomes another layer of invisible
support labour, while the underlying bottleneck remains untouched.

Connecting the Framework

Part IV connects individual working agreements into an operational archtecture:

e The Team Contribution Fiap establishes clarity around wha provides what capability.

e The Support Load Re riew audits and protects the labour required to maintain those
connections.

e The Decision Design Canvas ensures diverse, relevant knowledge informs authoriced
choices.

e The Handoff and Continuity Agreement ensures those choices remain executable
across operational boundaries and abzerices.

Integrate these records into existing workflow tools wherever possible to prevent coordination
from becoming a parallel administrative burden.

Judge any continuity arrangement by two equal standards: depet.able delivery and
sustainable dependence. Th= incoming owner requires context, capacity, authority, and explicit
fallback paths; the orgarisation must retain the wisdom ana discipline to pause what it cannot
responsibly deliver.
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Part V turns to the organisational structures that reinforce or undermine these practices:
formal rewards, progression pathways, resource allocation, and the systemic heoits that either
support resilience or drive burnout.

Research Notes

Reference numbers restart in each chapter. These sources inform the conceptual questions
examined; their specific populations, tasks, and methods do not directly validate these
organisational tools or imply a general neurodivergent tear advantage.
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Part IV Toolkits and Worksheets

Complete these tocis collaboratively with the individuals carrying the work. Ensure access
permissions match governance needs, and store sersitive personal support details separately.

1. Team Contribution Map

Field Guiding Questions Fielz Record /
Commitment

Work Outcome and Whzt specific result is required? Who
Authority heids the authority to commit resources,
and when will this map be reviewed?

Responsibility Owner Who leads the outcome, and which

and Contributors distinct capabilities are required? At what
point must each contribution influence the
work?

Evidence and What demonstrated capability exists?

Opportunity What contribution is ready to be tested,
and what opportunities have not yet been
offered?

Working Conditions What inputs and environmental conditions

and Capacity are required? What work is explicitly
displaced, and who authorises the
reprioritisation?

Developmaint and Which skills or resporisibilities does the

Aspiretion contributor aspire o develop? What
structured support and evidence will be
evaluated?

Cover, Exceptions, and Wha provides qualified cover? What work
Review explicitly pauses if cover is unavailable?
‘When will delivery and workload
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sustainability be reviewed?

2. Support Load Review

Field

Relationship and
Agreed Role

Observed Activity
and Source

Load and Displaced
Work

Authority,
Recognition, anc
Growth

Interim Decision and
Resources

Supporter Review
and Account

Guidirg Questions

What recurring coordination, trans!ation, or
support work is currently allocated, and
within what agreed boundariss?

What support took place in practice? Who
requested it, who supplied it, and was it
planned or ad hoc?

What was t"e estimated time burden,
cognitive load, and interruption frequency?
What core deliverables were delayed or
displaced?

Where is formal authority missing for this
support? Does this labour receive formal
credit, or should it be struciured as a
recognised role?

Who owns the corrective action? What

immediate resource is allocated, and what is

the revievs date if authority lies elsewhere?

Froni the supporter's perspective: Has the
curden decreased? What work remains
inappropriately reliant on them? Do we
continue, revise, or stop?

3. Decisicn Design Canvas

Fiei

Question, Authority, and

Deadline

Guiding Questions

Wiiat specific decision is under
consideration? Who holds the decisinn
mandate (individual or committea), and

Eric Michot

Field Record /
Commitment

Field Record /
Commitment
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Criteria, Options, and
Uncertainty

Contributors and
Asymmetric Data

Deliberation an
Independent Review

Closure, Ownership, and
Record

Review and
Reconsideration Triggers

what are the formal rules?

What are the r:on-negotiable
requiremerts, trade-offs, and viable
alternatives? What key assumptions
remaw unverified?

Whose knowledge or specialist insight
could alter the decision? Who sucplies it,
and through what accessible c¢hannel?

How is independent thinking gathered
prior to group discussion? How will
conflicting evidence or dissent be
surfaced safely?

Who fairnally authorises the decision?
Whe i1s the rationale, how are
raservations logged, and who owns
communication to stakeholders?

What measurable outcome or
unexpected event will trigger a formal
reconsideration of this ¢cnoice?

4. Handoff and Continuity Agreement

Field

Outcome, Trigger, and
Parties

Current State and
Authoritative Inputs

Next Action and
Bounded Acceptance

Guiding Questions

vWhat deliverable boundary is transferring,
between whom (Sender and Receiver), and
what event triggers the transfer?

Where does the authoritaiive,
version-controlled rezord reside? What
approved scope, system access, and open
actions accompany it?

What is the immediate, usable next step?
Doec the receiver explicitly confirm access,
capacity, and deadlines before accepting
ownership?

rield Record /
Commitment

Eric Michot
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Exceptions, Authority, What decisions remain strictly outside the

and Escalation receiver's authority? What conditions
trigger a hold, and who is the named
escalation contact?

Cover, Capacity, and What tasks are deprioritised to create

Return Protocol cover capacity? How will interim decisions,
updates, and remaining backlog be Fanded
back to the owner?

Rehearsal, Stop When will this handoff be tested via a
Conditions, anc bounded tabletop walkthrough? What is
Review the explicit stop condition, and who

reviews the findings?
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Part V: Architect the System

Part V asks what the organisation must euthorise and change so that contribution, support, and
res;onsibility remain workable beyond! an individual working relationshit. Its central output is a
commissioned leadership architecture experiment with a named sponsor, a usable mandate,
committed capacity, and a defined review decision. The experiment addresses one recurring
organizational mechanism rather than promising a speculative, all-encompassing
transformation.

Chapter 17 examines the signals that shape rewards.

Chapter 8 asks how progression decisicns obtain, test, and explain relevant evidence.
Chapter 19 turns endorsement into authority and resources.

Chapter 20 connects noticing, deciding, acting, and learning to the pcople and
operational conditions behind the work.

Throughout, the core disciplines cf Amplify, Architect, and Own coritinue together: enable
contribution to influence the work, design the structural routes through which it travels, and
retain unambiguous respons:bility for decisions and their consequences.

The teaching scenarios in this part are fictional and independent of the continuing case in
earlier chapters. //orked records illustrate proposed ~rganisational arrangements; the do not
report clinical interventions or client case studies. The tools provided are learning ana
coordinaticn aids. The Progression Evidence Review scrutinises an evidence collection process;
it supplies no validated candidate score. Chapter references, an integrated implementation
plan, and editable templates follow Chapter 20. Operational records should contain agreed
work information, with personal reflection and individual support arrangements handled
through appropriate, confidentiai, and separate routes.

Chapter 17: What the Organisation Rewards

The Promotion Discussion

The following fictional scenario concerns Simon snd Naledi, both middle managers iri a regional
service organisation. Simon is an entirely differeit person from Daniel in earlier ctiapters. Their
neurotyues are unspecified. The scene exarinines how an organisation recognises and values
contribution; it does not report a specific client engagement or clinical study.

At the quarterly talent review, two candidates are tabled for a regicinal leadership role.

Simon has become a reasstring, familiar presence in executive corridors. He synthesises
complex issues quickly, enswers panel questions with unhezitating assurance, and lingers after
formal meetings to test ideas with the managing director. When an urgent customer escalation
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lands, he is invaiiably the first to step into the breach. Several directors describe him as a leader
who "already operates naturally at the next level".

Naledi leads a comparable operational civision. Over the past twelve moitins, her unit has
syatematically driven out recurring azilvery errors, hardened team handovers, and developed
wwo frontline supervisors who now resolve thorny operational disputes without managerial
escalation. She prepares exhaustively for executive meetings, but rarely competes for the
opening speaking turn. When complex proposals are tabled. she prefers to reflect and submit &
structured, written aporaisal within twenty-four hours. Heving established clear escalation
cover, she usually departs on time. The talent panel ncds at her reliability, describes her as
"exceptionally derendable," and then hesitates: do<:s she possess sufficient executive
presence?

For Naledi, that question is nearly impossible to reconcile with the organisation's published
criteria. The framework emphasises stiategic judgement, people developriient, and sustained
cperational execution. Her portfolio wrovides direct, documented evidence of all three. Yet the
panel's conversation hinges on an unwritten inventory of traits she was never formally asked to
exhibit. She does not resist rigorous assessment; she wants to understand which specific
capability is lacking, what evidence substantiates that shortfall, and whether a particular
conversational velocity is being mistaken for executive competence.

The managing clirector is balancing a distinct comrinercial risk. The regional portfolio carries
acute ambiguity, delicate client relationships, aiia volatile operational demands. Simon'’s rapid
responsiveness provides psychological reassurance that he can absorb that pressure. Naledi’s
achievements are undeniable, but they reach the executive suite filtered through monthly
dashboard metrics rather than charismatic direct encounters. The managing director is not
deliberately rewarding personal simiilarity; she is attempting to make & high-stakes appointment
under conditions of incomplete information, where immediacy and familiarity make certain
data points far easier to recal..

Simon also deserves a fair appraisal. His interpersonal ease may well have preserved fragile
customer accounts and smoothed interdepartmental frictions. His verbal fluency may % < the
product of deep preparation and hard-won expertise. There may be compelling, rol=-ielevant
reasons to erpoint him.

The systemic question is therefore larger than determining which candidate is more deserving.
It concerns the organisational machinery through which visible, momentary behaviours are
converted into firm conclusions about leadership capability. Before ixdorsing or challenging
the appointment, the panel must audit the evidence trail that pro«uced it.

The Core Principle: A credible reward mechanism recognises demonstrated,
role-relevant contribution and provides a transparent account of how evidence
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supporis judgement. Whenever an organisation relies on an informal, observable signal
as a proxy for competence, it must verify whether that signal reliably reflects the
capability it purports to measure.

Ttie Rules People Learn from Consequences

An enterprise teaches its workforce far more through what it rewards than through what it
publishes. Employees study the official competency framework, but they calibrate their actual
daily energy by observing who captures capital expenditure, whose name surfaces in
succession slates, ana who is quietly invited into informai rooms where future initiatives are
shaped.

Staff observe whether a colleague who quietly eliminates recurring operational friction receives
less recognition than one who repeatedly and dramatically rescues the organisation from
avoidable crises. Over time, these observable consequences solidify inta the de facto
operating manual of the business.

Rewards extend well beyond kase pay and title progression. They include:

Executive appreciation offered in public forums.

Unadvertised access to influential mentors and decision-makers.

Allocation to high-visibility, career-defining pr¢jects.

Wider nperational discretion and institutiorial trust.

Exemytion from low-visibility administi=tive overhead that stalls progression.

When senior leaders publicly celebrate a frantic weekend recovery while passing over the
systems designer whose disciplined scheduling made weekend emergancies obsolete in
another department, they broadcast an unmistakable message. That message may be entirely
unintentional, and the weekenda fieroics may indeed have saved an account. Nevertheless, the
organisation must confront whether its reward patterns active!y foster the long-term
operational health it claims to seek.

For the spiky leader, this dynamic introduces a vital responsibility. Earlier chapters exanined
how to articulate individual contributions, manage interpersonal impact, and structure
complemenitary partnerships. This chapter invastigates what occurs when those local
adjustments encounter the wider organisational reward architecture.

A high-performing, neurodivergent team can overhaul its workflows and achieve superior
operational stability, only to watch the individual who presents the final dashboard claim all
commercial credit, while the technical specialists who designed the infrastructure remain
invisible to succession planrers. Organisational architecture must govern the distribution of
status, credit, and advancement as rigorously as it governs the execution of tasks.
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This demands inolding two complementary inquiries in view simultaneously:

1. What mechanisms help make my civn contribution sufficiently legible to be evaluated
with fairness and accuracy?

2. What architectural condiiions am | establishing to ensure that the contribution of others
is recognised, credited, and rewarded?

A leader may require structured assistance to render their own work visible, while
simultaneously hoiding positional authority over caileagues whose quiet labour they routinely
overlook. Neitner reality negates the other.

Signals Worth Examining
s

Informal Proxies
(Visibility, Speed,
Unscheduled Presence)

I—.Q}I—J

Q | (Mistaken as)
?5’ v

Observable Signals Attributed Competence
(Documented Outcomes, (Strategic Judgement,
Prevention, Team Depth) Readiness, Ccmn@’g‘mnt}

L______________Agb________J

1. Meeting Visibility

Verbal performance in executive forums provides genuine evidence when a contribution
resolves ambiguity, reconciles conflicting viewpoints, or establishes operational clarity. The
audit must assess what the intervention achieved @nd whether it arrived within the nccessary
decision winiow.

Different working styles can achieve an identical operational standard; the critical issue is which
format the reward process systematically remembers. A rigorous, written diagnostic submitted
forty-eight hours prior to a steering committee often evaporates frcn: candidate nominations,
while a charismatic verbal sum:nary of that very diagnostic dominates the talent room. An audit
must trace this informationei lineage, specifically verifying the primary authorship of ideas.

2. Unscheduled Avsilability
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Certain missiori-critical roles demand rapid responsiveness or rostered out-of-hours
intervention. The organisation must verify whether a candidate fulfilled that operational
requirement and evaluate what their interventions accomplished.

Fowever, assessors must distinguish between contractually agreed cr.erational coverage and
the informal elevation of unsche<uled, boundaryless availability as an unwritten badge of
“organisational commitment". Rewarding heroics without investigating operational causation
incentivises managers to maintain the very instability that makes heroics necessary.

3. Informal Accezs Corridors

Ad-hoc conversations following formal committee ineetings build interpersonal rapport and
provide valusbie ambient context. Yet they frequently become the covert pipeline through
which stretch opportunities, intelligence, and succession sponsorship are brokered.

The concern is not that informal collegiality exists, but whether the organisational architecture
can evaluate capability and distribuis strategic opportunities beyonci these informal corridors.
Chapter 18 examines how to dessign equitable assessment routes that do not rely on accidental
proximity.

4. The Intersectional Compounding of Access

The friction generated by informal reward corridors is rarely uniform. Access barriers
compound acrass race, gender, physical disability. domestic care responsibilities, aeographic
location, ana operational seniority, alongside neurodivergent profiles.

Audits rust inspect discrete operational decisions and tangible work artifacts. A particular
conversational cadence does not indicate a diagnosis, nor does a forma: diagnostic disclosure
explain why a flawed promotiona! aecision occurred. An employee must be fully equipped to
challenge an inaccessible progression corridor or an omitted teaa contribution without being
compelled to disclose personal health or neurological details.

What Research Can Support

Empirical research offers practical frameworks to s=rutinise these organisational dynamics
without prejudging local outcomes:

e Passive Face Time and Inferred Ccmmitment: Elsbach, Cable, and Sherman
demonstrated how passive physical presence—simply being seen in the
workplace—shapes managerial trait inferences. Being observed during standard office
hours was linked to assumptions of baseline dependability, while presence outside
customary working hcurs triggered inferences of elevat2d personal commitment and
organisational citizenship. These findings reflect mairagerial perception patterns; they
do not prove that extended hours produce superior operational outcomes, nor that
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physicai visibility accounts for every promotion in a specific enterprise.

e The Paradox of Meritocracy: Castilla and Benard examined reward distritutions within
experimental organisational environments. In cultures that explicitly proclaimed
meritocracy as an organisationa! value, decision-makers displayea heightened,
unexamined bias in favour of male candidates over identically garforming female
counterparts. Emphasisinig merit in corporate rhetoric does not automatically safeguard
the objectivity of human judgement. It does not prove that every merit-driven system is
fundamentally corrupt, but it confirms that declared intentions are an inadequate
substitute for audited processes.

e The Distrib:tion of Non-Promotable Tasks: Baticock, Recalde, Vesterlund, and Weingart
highlight=2d how low-promotability tasks—essential administrative maintenance,
comimittee coordination, and operational housekeeping—are disproportionately
assigned to and accepted by women. This research reinforces the necessity of auditing
who is saddled with enabling work that carries minimal advancem~=nt currency. One
cannot assume that neurodivcigent employees experience this exact allocation pattern;
that hypothesis requires lc~al operational evidence.

These studies direct diagncstic attention toward the vulnerabilities of human appraisal, informal
task allocation, and credentialing processes. Local mechanisms must be investigated using
documentary records and direct operational testimoniez:.

A Counterzxample That Matters

Consider @ second fictional panel convened to appoint a customer operations director. The
position requires arbitrating severe client disputes, making sound decisions amid conflicting
data, and stabilising frontline morale under sustained pressure.

e Candidate A delivers an @ioquent, highly polished presentation, but provides thin
documentation of susiained operational delivery.

e Candidate B strugg'es with verbal pacing during panel questioning, yet supplies
rigorous, auditabie evidence of robust operational workflows and calm crisis
interventions over three years.

e Candidate C demonstrates clear, precise varbal communication under pane!
cross-examination, brings equivalent operational documentation, and prcvides verified
refeiences proving that junior team !eaders act decisively under their guidance during
escalations.

The panel unanimously appoints Candidate C and logs detailed, criterion-referenced reasons
benchmarked against the role profile.

This appointment correctly rewards communication clarity, tachnical responsiveness, and
operational execution in an integrated fashion. The selection must not be dismissed as
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exclusionary simply because the successful candidate is fluent within conventional executive
environments.

The decisive test is twofold:

1. Did the evaluated behavicuis represent genuine, demonstrable capabilities required by
the role?

2. Were all eligible candidates afforded equivalent, accessible routes to submit
comparable operational evidence?

A credible audit must be capable of reaching nuanced conclusions: it may find that a fainiliar
executive trait is genuinely useful, that an alleged systemic barrier was not the deciding factor,
or that a candidate requires further operational seasoning prior to advancement.

Working Through the Incentive and Access Audit

£egin by selecting one consequenttal, bounded reward mechanism. Attempting to evaluate the
holistic "culture” of an enterprise invariably yields broad impressions that resist empirical
testing.

Target a concrete intervention point:

The nomination pathway for an executive stretch assignment.

The disuibution of discretionary mid-year recognition awards.

Prcgression from senior manager to functional director.

' an entrepreneurial or smaller enterprise: how the managing director determines who
leads major commercial ventures.

Explicitly identify the mechanism, its designated process owner, and the full pool of personnel
who were legitimately eligible for consideration.

Step 1: Establish the intended Contribution

Before inspecting who succeeded, re-examine the core role profile. Deconstruct generic
corporate vocabulary into verifiable operational oviputs.

e [f the framework demands strategic judgement, define what sound judgement looks
I'’ke in day-to-day decisions.

o [fit lists executive presence, define what that presence must enable other stakeholders
to comprehend or execute.

Do not silently reconstruct ctiteria around a favoured individua' after the outcomes are visible.
Record any proposed criteria revisions separately for application in future cycles.
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Step 2: Inspect the Completed Decision Records

Gather the documentary evidence for a closed cohort: successful nominees, unsuccessful
nominees, and eligible employees who were never put forward. Where feaciole, audit all
decisions across a defined operational period.

If archival records are missing cr fragmentary, log that explicitly as an architectural finding. An
ex-post rationalisation offered by an executive months after a talent panel is not the evidential
equivalent of a reason recorded contemporaneously with tiie appointment.

Step 3: Populate: the Seven Diagnostic Fields

Audit Field Diagnostic Focus Fictional Case Record: Regional
Leadership Nomination
1. Reward & Define the specific reward, Regional leadership noimination. The

Process Owner

2. Intended
Contribution

3. Evidence
Actually Used

4. Access to
Evidence Corridors

5. Missing Work &
Systemic Cost

the operationai owner of the
pipeline, and the ultimate
appointing authority.

Map formal capabilities
against the concrete
operational realities and
pressures of the position.

Contrast the substantive
data presented for
candidatec against casual
shorthand, proxies, or labels.

Review the mechanisms
available to candidates to
submit work (written
dossiers, verbal hearings,
panels).

Surface uncredited enabling,
preventive, or maintenance
labour. identifying who
pertarmed it and at what
aersonal cost.

195

People Director owns the nomination
and vetting architecture; the
Managing Director authorises
appointments.

Documented strategic judgement,
r.eople development, and sustained
delivery. External stakeholder
arbitration and crisis
decision-making are critical.

Simon'’s file features aranular
incident logs of ctiztomer recovery.
Naledi’s file conizins only the
summary notation "dependable.”
Audit requires comparable, primary
work records.

Nomination relied exclusively on
verbal advocacy by line directors. No
standardised channel existed
table verified operational artivacts or
technical reports.

Handover redesicin, supervisor
upskilling, and creventive QA carried
out by Naledi’s unit were omitted
from tha talent narrative, despite
stabilising divisional margins.
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6. Alternative Test counter-hypotheses Simon may legitimately hold deeper

Explanations rigorously. Check whether crisis-negotiation capability. The
conventional candidstes archival imbalance exp2sgs an
possessed superior, relevant assessment defect, nut does not by
delivery recoras. itself prove Naleai was the superior

candidate.

7. Structural Design an owned, concrete People Director introduces a

Change & Review mechanism adjustment for structured Evidence Submission
the upcoming cycle, Brief for the next cycle. Panel
including a defined review evaluates comparable work artifacts.
date. Review scheduled post-cycle.

Step 4: Interview Stakeholders Safely

Engage personnel across different vontage points of the mechanism. £ ppointing authorities
should clarify the operational risis they were seeking to mitigate; candidates should explain
how they interpreted the assessment instructions; team peers can highlight vital enabling
labour that was left off the record.

Participation must be voluntary. Sensitive information inust remain strictly confined to those
with legitimate gwvernance responsibilities. An audit of institutional access requires ro probing
into medical hictories or neurodevelopmental conditions; employees must be able to challenge
a structural oottleneck solely on operational grounds.

Step 5: Test for Disconfirming Evidence

Actively seek data that challenges vour initial diagnosis:

o Were quiet, highly reflective managers promoted purely i the basis of written
operational recorci<?

e Did charismatic, verbally fluent candidates fail to advance when their hard metrics ‘vere
weak?

e Did individuals with direct social access to 2xecutive suites fail to secure stretch
assignrnents because task allocation fcllowed an independent, auditable workflow?

Differentiate between variations in role scupe, operational complexity, baseline tenure, and
individual career appetite. Explicitly register diagnostic uncertainty rather than forcing
disparate data points into an indictment of the organisation. A focused, small sample
illuminates whether an administrative process warrants reform; it Goes not justify sweeping
claims about enterprise-wica intent.

Step 6: Institute ar Cwned Architectural Change
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Conclude the audit with an enforceable change to the operational mechanism. In Simon and
Naledi’'s organisation, the People Director establishes a mandatory Evidence Ncinination Brief
for the subsequent cycle. Every nominatic n must tie the published criteria to an auditable work
examiple, identify quiet enabling contricutors, and document where evidznce remains
abiguous. The Managing Directoi formally mandates this template; iv.anagers are allocated
dedicated preparation time; and eiigible candidates can submit evidence through either
structured written portfolios or verbal evidence panels.

Following the talent review, the People Director audits a :2presentative sample of files with tive
panel, verifying whstiner operational justifications becarne more legible, whether access
corridors provead usable, and whether the administrative burden remained proportional.

This intervention does not retroactively annul previous appointments, nor does it improvise
novel criteria mid-stream. If an audit identifies a material, actionable error in a historical
appointment, established governance and appeal routes handle it indeperidently. The primary
cutput of the audit is an improved, ronitored institutional mechanisr.

Credit and Access Need an Owner

To build sustainable capability, apply Amplify, Architect, and Own as an interdependent triac::
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1. Amplify: Render essential work visible, legible, and measurable--2specially the
unglamorous tasks of systemic prevention, infrastructure maintenance, and peer
development.

2. Architect: Engineer fcrmal evidence corridors so that atithentic capability travels reliably
to decision-makers, bypassing the bottleneck of informal executive socialisation.

3. Own: Retain unequivocal, personal accountability for evaluation standards, progression
choices, and their human consequences. Apnointing authorities must never ccr:iceal
their rationale behind opaque corporate @ostractions such as "executive prasence,”
"cultural chemistry," or "leadership reaciriess”.

For inaividual spiky leaders, this demands assembling a proportionate, ongoing portfolio of
opcrational outcomes, while learning to articulate their distinct contribution to collaborative
team successes. Crucially, it also requires that they accurately and g2nerously credit the
enabling labour of their peers.

For senior executives, it entails affording frontline managers dedicated time and objective
frameworks to evaluaie evidence, while appointing a clear owner to dismantle structural
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access barriers.

For governing boards, it requires examining whether the company’s succession and
progression pipelines are built upon aucitable processes that reliably surface talent and learn
from recurring anomalies. Responsikiiity must reside with the authority to change the system.

Praising the operational specialist who quietly untangles every administrative handover
achieves nothing if that specialist remains overburdened, under-resourced, and locked out of
leadership progression. Where an audit demonstrates systematic, recurring reliance on an
individual's quiet int=z-vention, the organisation must review their workload, rebalance their
team resources, and open developmental corridors.

Every employee deserves dignity, equity, and access even when their operational performance
is entirely ordinary. Organisational justice must not be made contingent upoin an employee
demonstrating an extraordinary neurological spike.

A Small Experiment with 5 Clear Review

Select one upcoming nomination or recognition process. Before it is initiated, define the core
operational criteria and require that every recommendation link directly to verifiable work
artifacts.

Ensure eligible tersonnel have an accessible mechanism and sufficient time to contnoute
relevant evicence. Establish a named process ©wner and a binding review date. Keep the
initiative tightly focused so it can be managea cleanly using existing resources.

Compare this experimental cycle against historical records:

e Were appointment justifications grounded in direct operaticinal criteria rather than
subjective proxies?

Were eligible, less visible candidates systematically reviewed?

Was enabling, preventive, and maintenance work surfaced and credited?

Did candidates report that criteria were transparent and evidence routes usable”

Did assessors find that structured portfolics improved the quality of their judaements?
Was en agreed verbal evidence route provided, ensuring that polished tecinical writing
dia not simply replace charismatic speaking as a new, exclusionary gatekeeper?

Mals an intentional, evidence-based determination: continue, refine, or terminate the new
procedure based on whether reasons became clearer, access provec authentic, administrative
overhead remained manageable, and necessary performance starndards were upheld.

A single experimental cycle tests operational viability and stzrpens evidential standards; it
cannot instantly dissolve human bias. An unchanged hiring decision can emerge with far
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stronger evidential justification; an altered decision requires rigorous proof of merit.
The central ownership question is straighttorward:

Which reward mechanism sits directly within my authority, and vwhat concrete evidence
would convince me to reciesign it?

Carry your answer into the organisational experiments developed in the subsequent chapters.
When an organisation systematically investigates what it rewards, it takes the first
indispensable step tovvard aligning the informal lessons eimployees learn with the genuine
collective capability it needs to survive.
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Chapter 18: Talent Progression Without Sameneass

The assessment that leaves & gjuestion unanswered

Tt .e following fictional scenario corcezrns Thabo and his colleague Zanegie. It illustrates a
progression dilemma rather than reporting a client account or research finding. Neither
person’s neurotype is specified; the unresolved question concerns the evidence used to judge
influence.

Thabo leaves the assassment centre knowing that he performed badly in one exercise. Six
candidates were gtven a complex business scenaric and asked to reach a shared
recommendaticn within forty minutes. He spottec a material operational risk in the proposed
expansion, but struggled to enter a discussion dominated by two assertive participants. By the
time he found an opening to explain the risk, the group was already drafting 1ts final
presentation. The assessors subsequeittly recorded that he showed limited influence and
reeded to become significantly moie assertive before being considered for a divisional
leadership role.

Back at work, Thabo's colleague Zanele finds this conclusion difficult to reconcile. She recently
watched him persuade three separate departments to overhaul a costly, entrenched proce:zs.
He built a rigorous evidence base, met each departmeiit head individually, revised the creposal
in response to th2ir objections, and secured an agrezment that held firm through
implementatiori. At the same time, she recognizes his blind spot: he sometimes hesitates too
long to chielienge a live, fast-moving decision. Zanele does not believe the assessment should
be dismissed. She wants to know which form of influence the target role truly demands, and
whether a forty-minute group exercise captured enough of it to justify & definitive conclusion.

The assessor’s underlying conc=r is legitimate. A divisional leader rnust be able to intervene
when colleagues are accelerating towards an ill-judged commitment. A leader who identifies a
fatal flaw but cannot inje* it into the room leaves the business exposed. Yet the exercise
provided only one narrow setting: an artificial environment with unfamiliar peers under severe
time compression. The assessor observed behaviour that warrants deeper investigaticin The
failure occurs when that single observation hardened into a settled verdict about Thato's
broader executive capability, without examining his actual work or the operationa: context of
the role.

Thato's manager now faces a choice. She could instruct him to emulate the dominant style of
the exercise’s top performer. She could defend his operational recorc and dismiss the
assessment centre as fundamentally flawed. A far more constructive response is to examine
what remains unproven. Ca« rhabo influence at the required scale and pace? Under what
operational conditions? \"iiich shortfall represents a genuin< developmental gap, which is an
artefact of the assessriient format, and what support structures can be realistically sustained in
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the target role?

Chapter 17 examined what organisations systematically reward. This chapter cxamines how
peorle become eligible for those rewards and how readiness is evaluated its core premise is
s‘raightforward: progression must test the genuine demands of the role through credible
evidence, while permitting variea ways to produce that evidence where the work allows.
Transparent capability standards and accessible assessment architectures must mature
together.

Define the next role before defining rea<liness

Progression fundamentally alters the nature of responsibility. Sustained success in a current
position dces not establish competence for a broader one. An exceptional senior analyst may
suddenly be required to balance competing functional budgets, develop junior leaders, or
navigate ambiguous stakeholder politics. An effective operational team muriager may need to
negotiate trade-offs across divergent tfunctional silos.

The organisation owes candidates an explicit, unambiguous account of those new demands. In
the absence of an objective standard, “readiness” inevitably collapses into an unexamined
composite of executive presence, confidence, internal visibility, and stylistic resemblance to the
current incumbents.

Begin with the operational reality of the role rather than an idealised leadership persona:

Which consequential decisions will this person own independently?

Whom must they influence, align, or hold accountable?

Which commitments are critical, and what are the operational c=sts of failure?
How much ambiguity, commiercial conflict, and genuine urgency are intrinsic to the
post?

Distinguish non-negotiatsic operational requirements from habitual corporate customs. A role
may demand the ability to persuade an executive board; it does not follow that this must be
delivered as an uninterrupted, memorised presentation without notes. It may demand sound
judgement under acute stress; it does not requirec en immediate, off-the-cuff answey to every
complex, muiti-layered question.

Where pace and format are non-negotiaicle, the assessment must reflect them directly. An
operational risk lead responsible for critical incident response must deliver clear, actionable
direction within a tight decision window; a reflective written memorandum delivered the
following morning cannot substitute for that capability. The assessrnent must reproduce that
pressure proportionately, while ensuring candidates have access to the baseline tools,
reference data, and working conditions that would be present in the actual role. Stripping away
extraneous obstacles makes the essential operational capability far easier to evaluate.
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This clarity also protects the candidate’s prospective team. Promoting an individual solely on
their spikiest technical strength often silently offloads their unaddressed leadership deficits
onto colleagues. If a candidate requires aperational coordination support tc succeed in post,
the crganisation must examine how that arrangement will work, who wili absorb the load, and
winether team capacity exists. Supicorted capability is authentic capability; relying on an
unexamined dependency that cverburdens an already stretched team is an operational failure.

Different evidence for the same capability

Consider strategic judgement. One candidate may demonstrate it through a rigorous, prcbing
discussion of a major past decision. Another may present a detailed portfolio of work,
deconstructing the constraints, options, trade-cf's, and eventual business outcomes. A third
may demaonsirate it through a structured, realistic commercial simulation.

While each route can surface high-qual'ity evidence, they are not mechanicslly interchangeable:

e Work portfolios illustrate actual output, but reflect shared resources, specific
colleagues, and context-dependent circumstances.

e Simulations capture live judgement and real-time prioritisation under standardised
conditions, but remain artificial vignettes.

e Structured interviews evaluate retrospective reasoning and articulation, but inherently
favour racid recall and verbal fluency.

An alternative assessment pathway should be introduced only when it answers an explicit,
identified question. If an interview panel cannot separate weak strategic judgement from a
candidate’s difficulty with instantaneous recall, a prepared case walkthrough followed by
targeted questions provides clarity. If a candidate speaks convincingly sobout stakeholder
collaboration but leaves their personal agency unclear, direct operaiional work artefacts are
required. If their day-to-day work offers no opportunity to demonstrate urgent crisis
management, a calibrated sirmulation can provide the missing signal.

Assess candidates against common, explicit capability criteria rather than comparing the
aesthetic finish of different evidence formats. Panels require a shared benchmark of what
constitutes insufficient, acceptable, and distingtiished evidence. Evaluators should record the
factual basis tor their scores and formally recencile diverging conclusions. Inter-rater
consenzus alone does not guarantee a meinod's predictive validity, but unexamined
diveigence is an immediate signal to scrutinise the assessment design before making
appointment decisions.

Rely on multiple data points across varying conditions. A single flawless initiative may be an
outlier; a single stumbling interview may be entirely unrepresentative. Look for consistent
patterns of performance without creating an unmanageaicie administrative burden. Candidates
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must clearly understand what evidence is required, what constitutes an adequate
demonstration, and what support tools are permitted. Offering an accessible assessment route
must never be turned into an onerous dcuble hurdle where an applicant is forced to complete
twe 1ull assessment batteries simply because they requested an adaptaticn.

What the evidence shows—and what it leaves open

In a landmark meta-analytic reassessment, Sackett and colleagues demonstrated that earlier
estimates of selection-method validity had been substantizlly inflated by statistical corrections.
In their corrected araiysis, structured interviews remained a robust predictor and emergea as
the top-ranked individual selection tool. This resear<n highlights the value of disciplineg,
systematic, aria structured evaluation. It does nct justify abandoning interviews, nor does it
suggest that an unvalidated alternative method is superior simply because it feels more
inclusive. Crucially, broad meta-analytic findings cannot guarantee that a srecific internal
promotion panel is operating without bias or measuring the right competericies.

Targeted research provides further nuance. Maras and colleagues &valuated employment
interviews with fifty adults (haif autistic, half non-autistic) who completed an initial mock
interview, followed by an adapted format six months later. The adaptations introduced explicit
framing, written prompts, and clarified instructions. Interview performance ratings improve<
across both cohorts, with autistic participants showing the most marked gains. While thesa
findings support intentional, accessible interview cesign, the study was conducted without
role-specific criteria and could not fully isolate the adaptations from the practice efiect of
repeat paiticipation. The study demonstrates that structural clarity improves interview
performance; it does not prove that adapted interviews predict executive competence or that
all neurodivergent professionals share identical assessment preferencec.

Qualitative research by Davies and colleagues into the career trajectories of eighteen autistic
professionals highlighted the deep interdependence between career progression, sustained
organisational support, sccial environments, and intentional job design. These narratives
expose the systemic frictions that derail capable talent. At the same time, qualitative findings
reveal the nature of lived experience rather than the statistical prevalence of specific barriers
across an entire workforce. Furthermore, insights <erived from autistic cohorts cannot simply
be transposza onto individuals with ADHD, dyslexia, or other cognitive profiles wiihout further
empirical grounding.

Sound talent architecture integrates empirical research with pragmatic organisational design.
The Progression Evidence Review introduced below offers a disciplined framework to examine
role demands, evidence pathways, and the justification for promction decisions. It is not a
scoring rubric or a psychom2tric algorithm; the organisation reiains full accountability for
selecting proportionate, credible, and role-appropriate evalvation methods.
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Succession begins before a vacancy appears

An internal selection process can be meticulously structured and accessible at the interview
stage while remaining fundamentally inequitable in terms of who reaches the shortlist.
Succession pipelines are often quietiy established long before a formal requisition opens,
governed by informal sponsorshix, social proximity, and unequal access to high-visibility stretch
assignments. If cross-functional projects are quietly routed to familiar, stylistically conventional
figures, their eventual promotion portfolios will display rich operational evidence that other
capable candidates were never given the opportunity to aenerate. A selection panel then finds
itself making a defencible, well-documented appointment from an artificially narrow talerit
pool.

Talent leaders must ask whose readiness is being developed, not merely whose readiness is
being evaluated:

e Democratise visibility: Advertise significant developmental opnr tunities and working
groups openly, state the ojective criteria for selection, and iavite formal expressions of
interest.

e Avoid stylistic assumptions: Managers must not equate introversion, directness, or a
dislike of unstructured corporate networking with a lack of ambition. A leader who
avoids crowded social gatherings may hold exceptional strategic capacity; another who
appears highly relational may prefer deep shecialist autonomy over administrative
manag<iment. Neither aspiration can be determined by a diagnostic label, and neither is
static.

e 5Sound stretch assignments: Ensure stretch work has an explicit operational scope, clear
decision-making authority, protected working hours, and structured review milestones.
Adding substantial responcibility without reallocating existing «perational workloads
does not test leadershir. capability; it tests physical stamir:a and resistance to burnout.
When a candidate faliers under an unmanageable workioad, the organisation must
audit systemic cay.acity rather than defaulting to an assumption of individual
inadequacy.

e Eliminate indefinite acting roles: When an employee assumes the responsibilities of a
vacant leadership role, establish clear parameters from day one. Document \+*iat the
interirn period will assess, the support nrovided, and the specific date for a formal
cromotion review. Do not trap individuals in prolonged evaluation cycles where they
carry the full risk and operational burden of a senior role without the commensurate
authority, remuneration, or title.

Listen to people outsidge the successful pathway

To understand whether its progression pathways are genuinzly credible, an organisation must
listen to those who were bypassed, who declined to enter the process, or who chose to leave
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entirely.
Engage these individuals to discover where the progression machinery broke down:

e Where did the selection procass introduce unnecessary obstacies?
e How did they interpret the capability criteria?
e What specific developmental feedback did they receive afterwards?

Specific, granular incidents are far more valuable than gereral cultural surveys. A candidate’s
account may expose an inaccessible presentation format, ambiguous scoring standards.
inadequate preparation time, or an operational role design they recognised as unsustair.able.
Each of these issues points to a distinct organisational remedy.

Provide safe, neutral channels for this feedback outside the direct line of management.
Employees are understandably reluctant to offer candid critique to the ex<eutive who controls
their career development and future >roject allocations. Clarify who will review the information,
anonymise contributions where requested, and never compel anyore to disclose a medical
condition or neurodivergence to explain an assessment difficulty. Employees must be
supported to critique assessiment conditions in functional, operational terms.

Cross-reference candidate accounts against panel recoids and assessor feedback without
placing the burden of proving systemic bias on the insividual. A single candidate’s experience
justifies auditing a process even if it does not prove statistical prejudice. Conversely. an
unsuccessf.:! applicant’s personal disappointment does not automatically prove that the
standard was misapplied. A rigorous post-assessment review must be capable of identifying a
structural barrier, an authentic developmental gap, a shared shortfall, or simply insufficient data
to reach a sound decision.

Working through the Progression Evidence Review

Returning to Thabo's fictic.nal dilemma: his manager isolates a single capability—influencing a
consequential cross-functional decision. Rather than reopening every dimension of the
assessment centre, she partners with the assessment owner to define the non-negoticdie
operational standard: identify a material risk, encage key stakeholders, present a woikable
alternative. address substantive operational chizctions, and secure a definitive 2¢cision within
the availabie timeframe. This focuses the inquiry on the actual leadership demand, separating
influence from conversational dominance.

The review applies seven diagnostic fields to this single capability, maintaining the standard
while documenting relevant access conditions:

Review Field Application to Thabo's Assessment
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1. Role Capability Identify a material risk, engage cross-functional stakeholders,
formulate a workable alternative, and intervene before inst tutional
commitment at a qivisional level.

2. Current Route Group simulation highlights difficulty breaking into rapid verbal
discussions; leaves planned cross-functional influence untested.

3. Access & Audit instructions, preparation materials, and prior access to visible
Opportunity projects; do not infer ambition or potzntial from behavioural style.
4. Additional Route Detailed past-project walkthrough with independent stakeholder

corroboration, followed by & calibrated, realistic scenario testing
timely live intervention.

5. Conditions & Provide advance reading materials and allow written nctcs (matching
Authorship actual board rractice); agree permitted support tools beforehand;
verify indiviciual ownership through probing questions.

6. Judgement & Gap Evaliiate long-term strategic consensus-building separately from

Analysis real-time live challenge; avoid proxy scoring or assumed diagnostic
profiles.

7. Reasons & Next Deliver explicit, written develctraental feedback; if gaps remain,

Steps resource a bounded develcment assignment; confirm a concrete

date for the next review and establish an objective route for appeal.

In Thabo's case, the initial group exercise proved only that he struggled to intervene quickly in
an unstructured, fast-paced disc.tission. His past operational projects provide strong evidence
of deliberate, structured crosz-departmental influence. The surrlementary route must
therefore test two distinct things: the authenticity of his personal contribution to that past
success, and his capacity for timely live intervention.

The panel conducts a structured interview on the ccmpleted project, reviewing anonymised
project records to verify his role. Next, it adminicters a focused operational simulation where a
high-risk ccrinmercial decision must be challenged before final sign-off. The simulation provides
advancs briefing materials and permits wriiten notes—conditions standard in the organisation’s
execitive meetings. The assessors evaluate whether Thabo identifies the flaw, articulates the
risk clearly, and intervenes before the decision window closes. They co not award points for
conversational volume, nor do they waive the requirement for time!y intervention. If emergency
crisis management without acivance warning is a daily reality of the post, that capability must
be tested through a dedicated, proportionate exercise.
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Before using ani alternative route, the panel must formalise the criteria and define acceptable
support parameters. Any candidate presenting an unresolved capability questicin should be
offered a comparable assessment pathway, tailored to their specific access requirements. The
orgaiisation must never provide one candidate with model answers or Linmonitored coaching
winile holding another to an unassisted standard. Clarifying requiremeits and providing
reasonable access adjustmente 1riust never compromise the substantive standard of the work.

Written portfolios and project presentations present their own evidentiary challenges:

e Who was the primary author of the underlying work?
o What level of executive assistance or externiai editing was used?
e What uecisions did the candidate personaily own and defend?

The panel must explore these elements through probing, targeted questions and reference
checks. Clear ground rules governing authorship—including the use of generative Al tools,

speech-to-text software, or peer eciting—must be established in advance. A polished portfolio
is simply raw data to be examined, never an automatic confirmation of personal competence.

This review process does not guarantee a promotion. Thabo may meet the standard, fall short.
or present ambiguous evidence. Regardless of the outcome, the panel owes him an
unambiguous, private explanation of its findings. The feedback must separate what was
demonstrated fruoim what remains unproven, set out the developmental support availakble, and
establish a firiv: review timeline. An ambiguous instruction to "be more assertive" leaves the
standard otk:scured and the employee unsuprorted.

Suppose the supplementary evidence confirms Thabo's cross-functional negotiation skills, but
reveals that he still fails to speak up during the live scenario’s decision window. The panel’s
formal feedback should read:

"Your past project evidence clearly demonstrates that you can build durable,
cross-departmental consensus through thorough preparation, one-on-one negotiation, and
methodical implementation. However, in the simulated decision exercise, you identified 7
critical commercial risk but did not introduce a usahie challenge within the active decision
window. Timely verbal intervention is an essentiai, non-negotiable requirement of this divisional
role, and this capability has not yet been dermonstrated. We are therefore not recommending
appointment in this cycle."

Crucially, the written feedback must provide an actionable developmental path:

"Over the next eight weeks, your manager will structure two bounded cross-functional
decision reviews. Ycu will have defined intervention owriership, advance documentation
where business operations allow, formal debriefs atter each session, and two hours of
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preparaiion time released weekly from your existing operational reporting. The
assessment lead will review your documented progress with you in week nine, with a
final progression determination coniirmed by the end of week ten. Completion of this
development programme does riot guarantee an appointment.”

This plan requires the manager tc ring-fence operational capacity and project access before
making commitments. Thabo retains the right to challenge factual inaccuracies and access the
organisation’s formal review channels if he disputes the assessment. Targeted development
should directly address the identified capability gap, preventing an employee from being
trapped in an ambiz;uous, unrecognised acting role.

A counterexample: when development is the answer

Consider a second candidate, Farah, whose systems architecture work is exceptional. Finding
rapid verbal recall stressful, she requests permission to supplement her promotion interview
with an annotated technical portfolio. The panel agrees and confirms he! superior technical and
analytical judgement.

However, the evaluation suirfaces deep concerns regarding people management. In several
documented instances within her current team, Farah avoided giving critical performance
feedback to an underperforming report until the situation escalated into an operational crisis,
despite having structured guidance, clear policies, ard managerial support. In a follow-up
scenario, she struggled to outline how she would havigate a direct, uncomfortable
performaricz conversation.

The organisation should not promote Farah into a people-leadership post simply because her
alternative portfolio demonstrated world-class technical capability. Dcing so would place her
and her prospective team in an tintenable position. Instead, the pane! must state the unmet
management standard clearly. establish a structured development plan, and explore alternative
progression pathways with her.

A Principal Specialist pathway may be an ideal fit, provided it commands equivalent
organisational status, executive influence, and executive remuneration. That pathway must
represent a genuine, prestigious career choice—ri2ver a consolation prize imposed on an
employee based on the paternalistic assumpticn that neurodivergent individuals belong
outside management.

This scenario reinforces the primary principle: flexible evidence pathways widen access; they
do not dilute standards. A grounded, evidence-based determinaticn of "not
yet"—accompanied by transparent reasoning and a clear develcomental roadmap—is far more
respectful and sustainable than vague encouragement or a premature promotion that sets an
employee up for failure.
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Progression should expand agency

Upward mobility through management is nat the only valid expression of protessional growth.
Leading larger teams, mastering deep t<chnical challenges, running stratagic enterprise
programmes, orchestrating organisetional networks, and gaining functional autonomy are all
egitimate forms of advancement. Where organisations maintain parallel technical and
managerial pathways, leaders must audit their real-world parity. If specialist tracks lack
meaningful budget authority, decision rights, or parity of compensation, the dual-track model
is a fiction, and the traditional glass ceiling remains firmly i place.

Explore these avenues collaboratively with the individual, rather than slotting them into &
predetermined track based on a personality assessment or cognitive label:

e Which operational responsibilities do they actively want to carry?
e What do they believe those commitments demand on a day-to-dzy basis?
e What adjustments or support structures will make the workloadu sustainable over years?

Career ambitions shift over time. Furthermore, choosing stability, craft mastery, or
consolidation over advancement deserves equal institutional respect. The health and equity of
a talent system cannot be measured purely by the proportion of people driven into senior
management.

The leadership aiscipline rests on integrating the iiiree core postures:

e Amplify: Recognise and elevate substantiated contribution without assuming it
automatically translates to readiness for a larger role.

e Architect: Build accessible, structured assessment routes and developmental
opportunities that surface ganuine, role-relevant capability.

e Own: Take personal responsibility for maintaining uncompromising operational
standards, resourcing necessary workplace adjustmeiits, and safeguarding the wider
team from the failout of unsupported appointments.

A credible talent architecture makes these commitments visible before making promises about
individual potential.

A small experiment and an honest decision

To test and embed these practices, begin with a disciplined pilot:

1. Select an assessment and capability: Choose one upcoming progression panel and
isolate a single capabiiity where existing evaluation methods frequently leave critical
questions unanswered.

2. Standardise ana diversify: Define the operational standard explicitly, agree an additional
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evidence pathway (such as an annotated project presentation paired with structured
questioning), and identify the final decision owner.

3. Verify accessibility: Review the briet with prospective candidates to ensure instructions,
criteria, and boundaries are unambiguous. Keep the pilot proporticnate: a targeted
project review and calibrated interview are often sufficient.

4. Audit assessor clarity: Afier the panel, evaluate whether assessors grounded their
conclusions in verifiable, role-relevant evidence. Did the alternative pathway clarify
previously contentious debates? Did candidates rercrt feeling fairly tested on
substance rather than stylistic performance?

5. Track operational load: Measure candidate preparation time, panel workload, ana the
practice! uptake of support tools. Verify that the alternative route did not inadvertently
confei an advantage on candidates who had spare personal time, senior executive
sponsors, or external assistance.

6. Evaluate outcomes over time: Track successful candidates over a si'stained
post-appointment period against real-world role demands, accounting for onboarding
quality and team capacitv. A single round can demonstrate cicerational viability and
surface structural bling spots; it cannot validate predictive psychometric efficacy across
the enterprise. Consult qualified assessment professionals before treating an internally
designed assessment as an official selection tool.

The foundational ownership question is simple: Which exact capability do we require tinis leader
to demonstrate, and does our evaluation method genuinely reveal it?

Progressinn becomes equitable and robust when candidates understand the criteria, panels
evaluate verified evidence, and the business protects the essential demands of the role while
affording people diverse, authentic ways to prove they can shoulder thaim.
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Chapter 19: Authority, Resources, and Implementation

The announcement and the queue

Tt .e following scenario is fictional. It iliustrates an implementation dilemma rather than
reporting a client account or emuirical research finding.

At the annual leadership conference, the chief executive announces that the organisation will
become an environment where different minds can contritute fully. Managers are urged to
agree on clearer werking conditions, make support readily available, and evaluate staff an
relevant outcomes rather than conformity. The message is warmly welcomed. For Priya, who
leads a busy service division, the address provides public backing for changes her team has
sought for months. They have already pinpointed a chronic structural problem: incoming
requests arrive unpredictably through half a dozen channels, priorities shift \wwithout
documentation, and colleagues spena hours attempting to determine which instruction still
Folds.

Priya develops a straightforwerd proposal: a single intake channel, explicit priority rules, and a
modest allocation of protected coordination time. Her operations colleague, Musa, sees the
immediate merit of the idea. Yet he also knows that coordination is currently absorbed by the
very three people who manage urgent exceptions anc irecover missed handovers. None has
spare capacity. \W/hen Priya invites him to co-lead the launch, he hears an inspiring vic'en of
improvement coupled with an unmanageable cperational demand on an already overstretched
team.

The proposal reaches the divisional management meeting. Finance asks vhich cost centre will
fund the coordination hours. Two senior directors insist that their departments' requests are
inherently urgent and must byp-ss any standard queue. The technaiogy team confirms it
cannot configure workflow tooiing until the following quarter. Hiuman Resources offers a
training module on inclusive communication, but possesses no authority to adjust workload
allocations. Every person in the room endorses the chief executive’s message. Not one person
in the room holds the cross-functional authority required to enact it.

Priya returns to her desk with warm encouragement and an unworkable mandate. Musa begins
assemblin<; an ad hoc tracking spreadsheet in the evenings because operationa! failures
cannct wait indefinitely. Weeks later, the chief executive hears that middle managers have been
sluggish in embedding the new culture. Priya is told that implementation is an operational
matter that belongs locally. Musa is left wondering why the organisation’s commitment to
sustainable work produced uncredited overtime before it produced clarity.

The breakdown does not ctem fromill will. The initiative cuts across departmental budgets,
reporting lines, and d=~ision rights. Making it function requires someone with the authority to
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determine which work enters the queue, who holds the power to override priorities, what
existing tasks will be stopped, and who will sustain the administrative burden. Lritil those
structural decisions are made, the initiativ= relies entirely on conscientious staff improvising
beyond their formal authority.

The core principle of this chapter is straightforward: changes that alter workflows, resources,
or decision rights require executive sponsorship capable of funding them, operational
ownership capable of directing them, and disciplined evaluation capable of assessing the
outcome. Public endorsement can initiate a conversatior, implementation requires a mandaie
that people can reaiistically execute.

Authority should match the change

Different operational problems require different levels of formal authority. A t2am lead can
readily adjust a meeting agenda, alter how action items are recorded, or rrotect an
uninterrupted preparation window. Trat same lead cannot rewrite proimotion criteria, approve
specialised ergonomic software, cr stop peer departments from issuing competing
instructions. Before commissicning an initiative, map the specific decisions it requires against
the individuals who currently hold those decision rights. That single exercise often explains why
a sensible local improvement has repeatedly stalled.

A sponsor must cossess sufficient authority to resoive the consequential conflicts within the
project's scopc. or maintain direct access to soreone who does. In an owner-managed
business, thist sponsor may be the managing <rector. In a larger enterprise, the sponsor
requires explicit alignment with finance, IT, and affected business units. Seniority alone does not
constitute effective sponsorship. A respected executive who cannot reallacate capacity or
mandate compliance may offer moral influence, but the experiment si! lacks an operational
decision owner.

Delegated decision rights must be defined unambiguously. An operational owner needs to
know which adjustmenic they can make independently, which require sign-off, and where
unresolved deadlocks escalate. If every procedural modification must return to an execuive
steering committee, a bounded pilot spends its lifespan waiting for agendas. Conversely, if the
owner can alter workflows without boundary conditions, neighbouring teams may experience
the pilot as an arbitrary overreach. A clear mandate enables swift execution while preserving
proportionate governance.

Sponsorship also requires institutional continuity. What happens if the executive sponsor
relocates, takes extended leave, or shifts strategic focus? While a wiitten commissioning
agreement cannot guarantee perpetual enthusiasm, it decoup'ec the initiative from an
individual relationship. Establish a formal escalation route ar! name the body that will receive
the final review. Practiticners should not discover mid-pilot that the executive authorised to
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decide on coniinuation has quietly left the field.

Resources include work that must stop

A cirect budget allocation is only one form of resourcing. Meaningful i iementation demands
time, cognitive focus, technical expertise, system access, and coverage for displaced
operational duties. Training empioyees without granting them protected time to apply new
skills leaves daily habits untouched. Procuring collaborative software without configuring its
taxonomy or agreeing on protocols merely adds a new digttal channel to existing chaos. The
labour of implementation must be accounted for as real work.

Every new operzational demand requires an explicit trade-off: what existing work will be
stopped, deiayed, or reassigned? If Musa dedicates three hours a week to administering an
intake queue, which of his current reporting obligations will be transferred, and who absorbs
them? If line managers are required to conduct detailed workload reviews. where does that
time sit within their weekly schedules” A sponsor who purchases a plaiform while ignoring
operational bandwidth is commissioning an unfunded mandate. Empioyee time represents an
organisational cost, whether o not it appears as a separate line item on an invoice.

Support arrangements demand equal transparency. Define what adjustments can be provicded,
the mechanism for requesting them, the designated responder, and the pathway for resolving
delays or disagreements. Publish these procedures it: plain language so that access does not
require insider volitical knowledge. Securing sucoort should never depend on whether an
individual has a persuasive manager or personal rapport with an executive. While an
organisauon must establish predictable, universal conditions, it must retain the capacity to
address individual requirements—and neither removes the obligation to listen directly to the
employee involved.

Proportionality must govern personal disclosures. An operations! lead needs to know that an
employee requires writter: technical briefs or a 48-hour preparation window; they rarely require
medical histories or diagnhostic summaries. A team workflow trial must not require staff to
disclose neurodivergence or health conditions to justify participating. Furthermore, a cciizctive
workflow experiment must never be used as a pretext to defer an existing, formal inclividual
accommodation while leadership evaluates whetiier the broader system redesign will suffice.

Support deserves resources and structurai respect even when it yields no immediate
commercial upside. The leadership challenge is to deliver accommodations responsibly and
sustainably. When inclusion is framed solely as a capital investment that must demonstrate
exceptional return, colleagues with ordinary capabilities or substantial support needs are
quietly pushed outside the boundary of consideration.

Participation anci resistance reveal different things
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Affected colleagues should be brought into the operational design before they are asked to
adopt it. Priya understands service delivery; Musa understands administrative ¢ependencies;
client-facing staff know exactly where incnming instructions routinely fail. Cirectors who issue
urgsitt demands can articulate business pressures the project team cannot see. These
peispectives will often clash. That tension is productive when treated as evidence of competing
system requirements rather than a political contest over whose convenience takes
precedence.

Resistance often points to genuine operational flaws. A centralised intake process may prove
too rigid during an ac:tive client crisis. A newly introduced governance step may duplicats an
existing audit control. A collaborative tool may prezent accessibility barriers for colleagues with
sensory or mmor differences. Other forms of resistance, however, protect informal
privilege—such as an executive's long-standing habit of bypassing queue structures without
accounting for the downstream operational cost. The sponsor's task is to aiistinguish legitimate
operational risk from boundary deferize through specific evidence.

When resistance surfaces, investigate the prediction: what specific risk does the stakeholder
foresee, which deliverables are compromised, and what modification would mitigate the
concern? Conflicting operational priorities demand a formal executive decision. Similarly,
habitual non-compliance with an agreed pilot protocol requires intervention once its root <.ause
has been understood. Consultation equips the sponas2i- with the context needed to meake an
informed deterrrination; it does not transfer the kinden of enforcing institutional dis<ipline
onto the administrators managing the queue.

Consider a legitimate trade-off within Priya’s proposed pilot. One director insists that an
emergency infrastructure repair brief must bypass the queue because en outage will directly
impact clients. Simultaneously, ansiher director demands an immediate forecast update
required for an upcoming boar« committee. Musa has capacity tC process only one brief in the
available hour, and both executives present credible claims.

The Chief Operating Officer, acting as sponsor, examines the operational consequences with
Priya and the two directors, and prioritises the repair brief. The financial forecast receives an
amended delivery window, and its director assumes responsibility for briefing the corrimittee
chair on the revised schedule.

The documented trade-off establishes three principles:

e Preserving active service continuity takes precedence in this instance.

e The forecast deadline moves without Musa being expecte to work late to reconcile the
difference.

e Priya executes the exception protocol, while Musa r«~ords the deferred request without
having to arbitrale executive status.
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The COO also notes that recurring last-minute forecast revisions point to a upstream planning
issue that warrants investigation after the pilot. This intervention does not make every
operational emergency automatically sur=rior to financial reporting. Rather, it illustrates how an
executive exception can respect a valid operational constraint while ensuring the cost,
rezasoning, and ownership of the compromise remain fully visible.

Colleagues also require an independent channel to report operational strain outside the
immediate pilot structure. Junior team members often feel intense social pressure to praise an
initiative championed by senior leadership. Solicit candic feedback confidentially, clarify how
the resulting data wili be handled, and aggregate rectirring themes. Never assume that siience
indicates smooth adoption, or that polite attendance at a rollout briefing implies the capacity to
shoulder extia administrative work.

Research and practical implementation models

Implementation science offers structured frameworks to examine why 2 process functions
smoothly in one environment and fails in another. The updated Consolidated Framework for
Implementation Research (CFiR), developed by Laura J. Damschroder and colleagues, analyses
five interrelated domains: innovation characteristics, outer setting, inner setting, individual roles,
and the implementation process itself (including adaptation and engagement). CFIR is an
analytical taxonomy rather than a guarantee that any z2ecific structural intervention wil!
succeed. Because much of its empirical literature cnginates in healthcare, applying its concepts
to executive leadership and workflow architecture represents an authorial adaptation rather
than direct clinical replication.

Similarly, Enola Proctor and colleagues provide a vital distinction between implementation
outcomes (such as acceptability, adoption, feasibility, fidelity, implementation cost, and
sustainability) and downstream service or client outcomes (such as efficiency, effectiveness, or
satisfaction). This separation is crucial for workplace experiments:

1. Did the organisation execute and adopt the workflow as designed?
2. Did the executed workflow actually resolve the underlying problem?

Borrowing this discipline prevents an organisatior from mistaking adherence to a rnew form for
genuine op2rational improvement.

Corporate case studies offer practical illustrations of how strategic intent can translate into
tangible processes. Microsoft's Neurodiversity Hiring Programme, for example, replaced
standard behavioural screening with extended technical assessmeirs, structured interview
prep, and explicit onboarding support. This documented initiative illustrates how an employer
can redesign evaluation infrastructure.

However, public descriptions of corporate programmes do not, by themselves, prove
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longitudinal efiicacy, comprehensive cost-efficiency, or uniform employee satisfaction. An
organisation's published narrative should be treated as an informative operatiorial model to
investigate alongside objective retention data and independent employee feedback, rather
than self-evident proof of strategic return.

When evaluating external case siudies, systematically document the intervention, participant
group, required resources, delivery timeframe, and verifiable evidence. Distinguish an account
of programmatic activity from a measured shift in outcomes, and distinguish a correlation fron:
a validated causal relationship. Check whose perspectives are omitted, whether attrition rates
are accounted for, and how the system performed orce the founding sponsor moved on. A
prominent case ctudy can suggest a plausible hypcihesis; it cannot provide results your
organisatior has not yet earned.

Working through the Leadership architecture experiment

Returning to Priya’s service division: tire Chief Operating Officer agree: 1o sponsor a bounded
six-week experiment focused on a single request stream. The objective is to curtail conflicting
instructions and eliminate reciundant rework. The team introduces three bounded mechanisms:
a single intake register, a designated priority arbiter, and an agreed emergency exception
protocol. The pilot is scheduled for six weeks following a two-week setup window, punctuated
by formal reviews at the midpoint and conclusion.

The template telow captures how problem score, delegated mandate, allocated capacity, and
review gates are structured before work comrnences.

Worked Leadership Architecture Experiment
Commissioning Field Record: Priya & Musa Request Stream

Problem and baseline Ceiitlicting instructions and chronic rewcerk in one service stream.
Baseline established through a two-week audit of recent requests
and staff logs; repair time clearly documented as estimated hours.

Hypothesis and scope A single intake register coupied with a named priority arbiter wil!
reduce rework and clarity turnaround times. Essential service
continuity and existiny individual accommodation plans continue
unchanged.

Sgonsor and authority Chief Operating Officer holds authority to settle
inter-departmental priority disputes and reassign conflicting
deadiines. Priya schedules work within approved priority tiers; Musa
rrenages registration and coordinatior.

D)
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Capacity and Three coordination hours allocated weekly to Musa, backed by a

resources designated deputy; internal reporting obligations pausec 10 release
capacity. Two setup hours allocated per participant. A sirict
expenditure ceiling is approved prior to procurement.

Participation and Internai users and operations staff review the workflow before

concerns launch. A confidential feedback route is established outside the
immediate pilot hierarchy; diagnostic or medical disclosures are
explicitly excluded.

Evidence and stop Weekly tracking of intake aaoption, clarity of instructions, rework

conditions hours, urgent turnarouna times, and coordination burden. The pilot
is paused or revised if coordination consistently exceeds allocations
or emergency cases stall. Immediate escalation for service failures
or confidentiality breaches.

Review and Six-week riiot following setup; formal midpoint review and final

continuation sponscr determination. Permanent adopticn requires baseline
funding and an operational owner; decommissioning includes a
phased transition plan.

In this worked erample, the baseline relies on an audiit of recent workflow cases supy:lemented
by operationa! journals. Priya documents instainces where conflicting executive instructions
caused aiscarded effort or required repeated clarification. Musa estimates the hours lost to
repairing these failures, recording estimates strictly as estimates. The team avoids claiming
inflated financial savings that the data cannot justify, and logs unusual szasonal demand during
the baseline period so later comparative figures can be interpreted prudently.

The core hypothesis is that an unambiguous, single-threaded vriority queue will eliminate
avoidable confusion. Every submission receives an assigned owner, an agreed priority tier, and
an expected completion window. Directors may still submit urgent matters, but the excertion
pathway clearly defines who holds the authority to clisplace existing work. The operati:cal
owner is authorised to clarify incomplete information and schedule tasks within the agreed
parameters. changing the priority hierarchy remains the responsibility of the narned sponsor.
Priya remains accountable for service quality, while Musa is protected from having to mediate
execitive disagreements.

The sponsor commits three hours of protected coordination time per week, designates a
trained backup, and formally suspends lower-priority reporting tasks to release that capacity. A
setup allowance provides two hours per participant for onbcarding. Any tooling expenditure
must be approved within an agreed spending cap before commitments are made. These
figures are illustrative; every organisation must audit its own operational requirements.
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Crucially, if three hours proves insufficient, Musa is instructed to log the shortfall rather than
absorbing the deficit after hours.

The mandate defines explicit response tines. Priority deadlocks must be resolved by the
sionsor or a designated deputy within one business day; urgent operational risks follow the
rapid exception procedure. If serior decisions routinely miss these turnaround windows, the
record reflects an unfulfilled executive commitment rather than an operational failure by the
project team. Musa registers and tracks workflow; he does not assume authority over
unaligned directors.

Evaluation tracks wwnether the channel is adopted, 'whether instructions are clearer, and
whether rewark diminishes. It also records respoinse times for urgent matters, administrative
overhead, and access concerns. The sponsor formally agrees that the pilot will be modified if
coordination regularly breaches its time ceiling or if critical client emergenci=s are delayed by
the protocol. Core operational standaids remain non-negotiable. Any genuine threat to
confidentiality or service continuity crompts an immediate review ratiner than waiting for the
midpoint evaluation.

Do not interpret implementation problems too quickly

When midpoint results disappoint, several distinct factors may be responsible. The intake form
may be unnecessarily complicated. The designated dccision arbiter may be unresponsive. Staff
may lack adeauate coaching on the workflow. Service demand may have surged unaxpectedly.
Or an execuiive may simply be bypassing the protocol. Each of these realities requires a
different management response. Inspect what was actually executed before pronouncing the
underlying concept a success or a failure.

Inconsistent adoption often signa!s an implementation flaw, but incomplete compliance does
not necessarily vindicate the design. If an intake protocol proves too onerous for daily work, its
friction is a design failure. Conversely, a team may follow a new procedure perfectly without
reducing rework, simply because the original diagnosis of the problem was inaccurate. Examine
both the mechanism itself and the organisational conditions surrounding it.

The sponsor must be willing to interrogate their cwn leadership. If front-line staff adiere to the
agreed intske system while senior directors continue to issue competing offline instructions,
demandirg greater discipline from the tear will fail. The executive authority that
commissioned the new standard must hold peer leadership to account. In the Architecture of
leacership, Own is an executive duty that looks inward and upward, not merely a compliance
demand issued downward.

A counterexample with strong sponsorship

Consider a contrasting fictional case. A division director generously funds a multi-layered
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approval matrix intended to improve decision quality. Resources are abundant, the operational
lead is competent, and senior executives meticulously follow the process. Withiri six weeks,
however, routine turnarounds have doukiad, staff spend hours re-entering data captured
elsewwhere, and backlogs compound. Tire midpoint audit confirms that the extra approvals
piovide almost no substantive oversight. The underlying breakdown had stemmed from
conflicting operational priorities. not insufficient administrative vetting.

This pilot should be simplified or terminated promptly, despite having flawless sponsorship an
executive goodwill. Authority and financial support make: an experiment possible; they do not
validate an erronecus hypothesis. The director shoulc' openly acknowledge the design fiaw,
strip out redundant administrative friction, and retain only the specific intake clarifications
supported by the data. A team should never be expected to demonstrate performative
gratitude for an executive initiative by continuing to use an ineffective tool.

When decommissioning a pilot, evaluate its elements independently. A curibersome
clepartmental intake tool may be discontinued while a specific accommodation arrangement
developed for an individual during the pilot is retained. Terminatinq an experimental workflow
does not eliminate an employ<e's underlying requirement for clear instruction or focused time.
Clarify the successor arrangements and name their operational owners so that closing a pilot
does not leave a vacuum in essential support.

Oversight without managing every detail

Executive leadership requires a clear, proporticnate summary of scope, capacity utilisation,
delivery verformance, administrative friction, and residual risk. A governing board should
confirm that management has instituted credible ownership, fair access mechanisms, and
rigorous review gates for strategic changes, and evaluate whether pilat outcomes expose
recurring structural weaknesses. Executive governance does not n:can micro-managing
meeting agendas or reviewind individual diagnostic information. Board oversight should focus
on the integrity of the del=gation framework.

Reporting should preserve operational uncertainty. State the exact sample size of requests
evaluated, define how metrics were derived, and explicitly note incomplete data sets. It rework
declines over :the course of a pilot, contextualise that finding against shifting customer
demand, staffing movements, or seasonal cycies. Resist the temptation to convert saved hours
into speculative financial windfalls unless real budgetary savings were realised. Hours released
ofter return directly to core operational capacity rather than cash reductions; establishing
equitable access matters deeply even when it produces no measurakle revenue increase.

Smaller organisations can apgiy this exact structural discipline without bureaucratic overhead.
An owner-director might sirnultaneously act as sponsor anci operational lead. Even so,
colleagues affected by the workflow must have a candid route to challenge whether the
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initiative is succeeding. A one-page commissioning brief, a realistic capacity allocation, and a
locked review date are often sufficient. Match the scale of administration to the size of the
organisation, while keeping the essential crchitecture intact: clear decision iights, honest
resourcing, and transparent review.

A small experiment with a continuation decision

Select one concrete friction identified in earlier chapters that cannot be resolved within an
individual working agreement alone. Draft a concise comraissioning note detailing the core
problem, working hypothesis, sponsor, operational owner, resource commitments, and
evaluation date. Invite affected colleagues to test wnether the proposed workload allocations
and operatiorial safeguards are realistic. Do not egin operational execution until the necessary
authority ana capacity have been formally secured.

At the review gate, evaluate performance strictly against the thresholds e<tablished in the
commissioning agreement. Separate adoption rates from substantive cutcomes, analyse
operational exceptions, and gather feedback through safe channels where hierarchy does not
inhibit candour. (The integrated implementation architecture following Chapter 20 synthesises
this review rhythm alongside individual and team agreements into a single coherent system,
avoiding duplicative governance).

Conclude with a clear, unambiguous decision:

e Cortinue: Requires formalising operatic.nal ownership and permanent capacity beyond
the pilot boundary.

e Revise: Demands an updated hypothesis or an explicit procedural adjustment, backed
by a new review date.

e Stop: Requires an orderly tiransition plan for responsibilities and individual
accommodations that cannot simply be abandoned.

Leaving a completed trial without a definitive continuation ruling forces staff to sustain an
unofficial shadow process indefinitely.

The central leadership question is this: What am ! asking colleagues to change, and ihave |
provided the authority, capacity, and decisior. r.athways necessary to make that chiange
possible?

Ampiify the contribution worth strengthening, Architect the working conditions required to
deliver it, and Own the institutional mandate and its downstream ccnsequences. An
organisation proves its strategic intent through the capacity it prciects, the conflicts it has the
courage to resolve, and the =vidence it is willing to honour.
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Chapter 20: The Organisation as a Mind

The problem that everyone inew about

Trie following scenario is fictional. I liustrates an organisational pattern rather than reporting a
client account or research finding.

By the time the executive team recognises a recurring customer problem, several people have
already tried to draw attention to it. Customer advisers have recorded repeated complaints. A
regional manager haz raised the pattern in two separaie meetings. An analyst has flaggea it on
an operational dashboard. Each assumes that someone with the authority to act now holds
sufficient information. Yet a month passes before the issue reaches a decision-making agenda
with a clear operational question attached.

Lerato, the operations director, is frustrated. She sees a system staffed by capable people and
rich in data, yet starved of coordinated action. Once the issue is fram=«i clearly, the executive
team agrees on a sensible response. A working group is appointec! and responsibilities are
discussed. From her perspective, the organisation has finally moved from diagnosis to delivery.

Her colleague Ben sees a less reassuring picture. He manages the service team responsible for
carrying out the response. The working group’s decision does not specify which existing
commitments wiii be displaced to create capacity. Two departments interpret the agi2ement
differently, lea\ing Ben’s supervisors to spend vaiuable days resolving conflicting expectations
before wcrh can begin. When a comparable issue surfaces elsewhere, the team must repeat
the clarification process from scratch because the earlier rationale and lessons were never
documented in an accessible place.

Lerato wonders why the organisation struggles with follow-througi:. Ben wonders why
decisions repeatedly arrive without the baseline conditions required to execute them.

Both are observing facets of the same systemic breakdown:

e Signals are noticed but never framed into an actionable decision question.

e Decisions are made but lack the explicit zvithority, capacity, and handovers required for
execution.

e Experience accumulates locally wittout altering the rules, incentives, or architecture of
the next cycle.

It is tempting to describe such an organisation as struggling to pay attention, make up its mind,
or remember what it has learned. While cognitive metaphors can bring systemic patterns into
sharp relief, they become urihelpful when they substitute for examining who did what, under
which rules, and with what consequences. An organisation possesses no single nervous
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system, clinicai identity, or private intention. It is an evolving network of people, relationships,
technologies, resources, and institutions, characterised by differing interests aird unequal
authority.

Tee discipline of this chapter is to treat the mind metaphor strictly as an organising lens. By
asking how an organisation notices, decides, acts, and learns, we can more readily locate the
observable work, accountable roles, and structural design choices behind those verbs. The
metaphor earns its place only if it uncovers practical, testable adjustments that withstand
examination in ordinary operational terms.

A lens with limits and a history

Using metawnors to examine organisations is well-established territory. Gareth Morgan's
Images of Organization explored the organisation as a brain alongside other institutional
images, explicitly weighing the strengths and blind spots of each perspective. This chapter
does not claim to invent that metapiror. Its contribution is to connect a {four-part cognitive
sequence with the contribution, cupport, and responsibility agreements developed throughout
this book.

Established organisational design frameworks already address much of this territory. Jay
Galbraith’s Star Model aligns strategy, structure, processes, rewards, and people. A chronic
failure to act often traces back to ambiguous reportirig structures, misaligned incentives, or
workflows that restrict vital information. Giving that breakdown a cognitive label dcas not
improve the diagnosis by itself; the metaphcer is valuable only insofar as it points directly to
design variables that leaders can deliberately alter.

Research on organisational learning provides similar guardrails. James 5. March examined the
fundamental tension between expioring new possibilities and explciiing existing competencies,
demonstrating how organisaticnal routines naturally bias effort tcward short-term certainty
over long-term adaptation. This provides a sound basis for asking what an organisation has
learned to repeat and winat it systematically ignores, though it does not imply that every
enterprise faces identical trade-offs.

Similarly, Karl Weick, Kathleen Sutcliffe, and Davic! Obstfeld frame sensemaking as th.e process
by which raw circumstances are organised into a shared, articulated understanding that can
inform &ction. Their work explains why gathering data and agreeing on what that data signifies
are «nitirely different activities.

These foundations anchor the chapter in established organisationai scholarship. The
Organisational Contribution and Friction Map introduced here is a practical diagnostic tool; it is
neither a clinical assessmerit nor an instrument for psycholcaical profiling. An organisation
should never be casua'iy labelled as "autistic," "ADHD," or otherwise neurodivergent. Such
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terminology owbscures real structures of authority and accountability, while trivialising the lived
experience of neurodivergent individuals whose diagnoses reflect personal neviological
functioning.

Notice what reaches attention

Noticing concerns how operational changes, emerging risks, and unexploited possibilities reach
the people who can respond. An organisation may capture vast quantities of quantitative data
while missing the qualitative insight of a frontline colleagiie who detects a failure long before it
registers on a dashboard. It may attend attentively to a orominent enterprise client while
overlooking chronic friction experienced by thousands of quieter users.

The central cesign question is not how much information is gathered, but which signals enter
consideration, who is empowered to raise them, and what grants them credibility.

In Lerato’s division, complaint records existed across several databases. What was missing was
an explicit threshold triggering an cperational escalation. Frontline edvisers logged recurring
incidents without knowing whether separate reports were ever synthesised. The regional
manager assumed that circulating the dashboard was sufficient. The data analyst assumed
senior leadership would extract the operational implications. Because each role held an isolated
fragment of the puzzle, no one owned the task of converting the pattern into a formal decision
item.

To evaluate noticing within a system, investigate access and consequence together:

e (an colleagues report uncertainty, near-misses, or tentative concerns without first
having to prove the root cause?

e Does reporting an anomaiy wrigger constructive support, or does it merely penalise the
reporter with additional administrative burden and perscnal exposure?

e When areported concern is dismissed or deprioritiseq, is the rationale transparently
explained back tc: the source?

A reporting channel that never closes the loop teaches staff that noticing is wasted effort.
Conversely, flooding the system with uncalibrated alerts exhausts attention and burizs critical
signals in noise. A sustainable intervention estabiishes sensible signal thresholds, names a clear
review nwner, and articulates why specific iindicators matter—all while preserving emergency
escaiation paths when immediate intervention is essential.

Decide what information means and who chocses

Deciding concerns interpret2tion, trade-offs, and decision rights. Effective governance requires
clarity on who frames the question, whose evidence is admiitted, who has the standing to
challenge assumptior:s, and who holds the ultimate choice. A steering committee will often
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debate an issue indefinitely because it has never established whether its mandate is to decide,
recommend, or merely gather further information. Conversely, an executive group may reach
consensus with impressive speed simply inecause inconvenient evidence was excluded from
the room.

cvery consequential decision requiires an explicit definition of the desired outcome and the
non-negotiable constraints surrounding it. In the fictional scenario, the executive team wanted
to eliminate repeat service failures while safeguarding capacity for urgent client requests.
These two priorities naturally compete. A decision that stailises one operational area by
quietly overloading cnother is not a systemic solution: it is merely an unacknowledged transfer
of friction. An accountable decision owner must aiticulate the deliberate trade-off and set a
date to reviewvv its real-world impact.

Diverse cognitive perspectives enrich this stage when institutional processzs provide a
disciplined channel for them:

e One colleague may requie time to review source data thorcughly before offering a
recommendation.
e Another may identify second-order practical consequences in real time during debate.

These should be coordinated as distinct, valuable contributions rather than calcified into riyid
categories where some colleagues are labelled permanent "thinkers" and others perrmanent
"doers." The sairie individual will contribute differently depending on the nature of tire task and
the operaticnal context.

Organisations do not require absolute consensus before moving into motion. Where decisions
are readily reversible, leaders can act under stated uncertainty with agreed indicators that
trigger reconsideration. Where ccrisequences are irreversible or highi-stakes, higher assurance
is required before committina resources. Specifying the decisior window and the requisite
standard of evidence prevants drift. Speed is useful only when it serves the situation;
structured deliberation is useful only when it prevents material error. Neither is a substitute for
sound operational judgement.

Act throtigh authority, capacity arid handovers

Acting concerns whether an agreed decisian translates into work that people can practically
execite. This requires a named owner, clear decision rights, allocated resources, realistic
timelines, and unambiguous acceptance criteria. A decision formally recorded in executive
minutes frequently leaves all five unresolved.

In Ben’s service team, frontiine supervisors were forced to supoly missing operational
architecture informally: hunting down current instructions, bargaining for staff capacity, and
reconciling conflicting departmental interpretations. This failure of design exacts a heavy
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human toll:

e A supervisor who relies on stable, structured briefings is forced to revisit ambiguous
requests repeatedly.

e A multilingual adviser spends riours translating changing instructions for frontline staff,
only to have the briefing stiperseded days later.

These are not inherent limitations of specific communication styles or neurotypes; they are the
predictable friction created by incomplete delegation.

The antidote is disciplined handoff architecture. When an adviser discovered that several
customer comiaints stemmed from an ambigucus initial explanation rather than downstream
delivery failures, her insight fundamentally reshaped the response. Instead of commissioning a
costly, disruptive retraining programme across the entire division, the organisation focused
specifically on refining the initial custorner briefing.

This demonstrates how the leadership architecture connects:

e Amplify ensures frontline insight reaches the decision table early enough to shape the
operational brief.

e Architect provides the predictable workflow ana review channel through which that
insight travels.

e Own icentifies who holds the authority to commission the change and whe 1s
accountable for verifying the result.

Apply tiie handoff discipline across departmental interfaces:

What exact information ard material must cross the boundary™?

What specific task must tne receiving team perform?

How do both teams confirm that the handover is complete and acceptable?
What are the explicit arrangements for absence cover and escalation?

oObd -~

In smaller teams, these questions can be settled in a concise, shared operational recor. in
larger organisations, they require formal service-level agreements. Regardless of scaig,
systemic design does not eliminate personal responsibility. A manager must still crepare
thoroughly, delegate cleanly, and treat agr=z=d deadlines as genuine operational commitments.
The cojective is to pair rigorous personal accountability with the structural conditions that
make sustained delivery possible.

Learn by changing the next cycle

Learning concerns what actual experience changes in the suiosequent cycle of work. A
post-implementation raview or "lessons learned" log is an empty ritual unless its findings are
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easily retrievabie by those who follow, and powerful enough to alter future budgets, rules, or
workflows. A robust review examines which initial assumptions were validated. which proved
incorrect, what unexpected costs were absorbed, and what will be handled differently next
time.

in Ben's division, historical archives recorded what had been approved, but never why, under
what environmental constraints, or with what long-term outcome. A newly appointed manager
might easily repeat a previous initiative without realising that its earlier success depended on
temporary, unbudgeted overtime. Another team might replicate an operational procedure
without knowing which parts failed under stress. Institutional memory requires accessible
context, not just static documentation, alongside ari assigned owner responsible for checking
whether historical guidance remains applicable.

True learning often requires altering an underlying incentive or rule rather thari admonishing
staff to adhere to existing ones. If an organisation lavishly praises managets who heroically
rascue chaotic, poorly planned prciects while ignoring the disciplinea tlanners who quietly
prevent crises altogether, retrospective reflection will never correc.t the dysfunction. Use the
Incentive and Access Audit t¢ examine these systemic cues. Where teams consistently lack the
technical capabilities required for execution, use the Progression Evidence Review to establish
deliberate developmental pathways.

Neither unbendirig consistency nor complete institutional memory is an absolute good.
Standard operating procedures become outdaied, and well-worn routines can blind an
organisaticn to emergent risks. The ultimate goal of organisational learning is not to enshrine
every nistorical precedent as permanent doctrine, but to make past experience readily
available to inform present judgement.

Working through the Organisational Contribution and Friction
Map

To apply this diagnostic, select one bounded, recurring workflow with a clear outcome.
Attempting to map an entire enterprise at once procluces extensive documentation wit ittle
actionable leverage. Lerato’s team selected the cierational response to recurring customer
complaints within a single service line. Their g2al was a prompt, workable resolution that
stopped recurrence without transferring acministrative burden to adjacent teams.

Fcr each case reviewed, examine what accelerated progress, where work stalled, and whose
contribution bridged the gaps. Ground observations in contemporaiy project records rather
than subjective recollection, and include perspectives from both trontline recipients and the
staff who quietly repair prccess failures.

lllustrative Contribuition and Friction Map: Customer Complaint Escalation
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Stage

Notice

Decide

Act

Learn

Observed Friction & Informal
Compensation

Advisers and analysts identify
recurring failure patterns
independently, but signals remain
fragmented across databases.
Escalation thresholds are undefined.

Operational managers debate
undeitying causes and remedies
intermittently, but no single individual
owns the decision question or
resolves resource trade-offs.

Supervisors negotiate
cross-departmental dey,zndencies
informally. Workload capacity,
timeline commitivients, and handoff
criteria remain unstated.

Delivery insights and operational
workarounds remain trapped in local
t=ams. Project rationale and ultimate
outcomes cannot be retrieved by
future project leads.

Architectural Intervention &
Responsible Role

Service Review Ownei: Consolidates
cross-channel case data weekly
against explicit escalation thresholds;
reports back to frontline originators.

Operations Decision Owner: Reviews
frontline evidence within a defined
governance window, makes explicit
trade-offs, and issues an actionable
decision brief.

Implementation Owner: Establishes
formal acceptanc= criteria, secures
displaced workload capacity, and
agrees explicit handover and
escalation protocols.

Prccess Learning Owner: Evaluates
actual outcomes against the baseline
hypothesis; updates standard
operating rules, role descriptions, and
training material.

Eric Michot

The map may suggest that the crimary bottleneck lies between Neiicing and Deciding, but that
hypothesis must be tested aqainst evidence. Compare historica! cases where escalations
moved swiftly against thcse that stalled. Check whether delays were caused by ambiguous
data, decision-maker overload, or competing organizational priorities. A delay in one stage is
frequently the symptom of an unaddressed structural failure upstream.

Next, identify the structural conditions supportiing or hindering contribution: indivicual
workload, fooling access, communication channels, and available cover. A colleague who

demonsiy

ates exceptional skill at synthesising messy data should be valued and supported;

they should not become the permanent, uncompensated backstop for a flawed reporting

system. Define the explicit role requirements, allocate the necessary working hours, and

establish formal absence cover.

Finally, commission one specific structural experiment usinc the Leadership Architecture
Experiment framewor (Chapter 19):
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e Hypothesis: Introducing a 30-minute weekly review of recurring customer issues—led
by a named decision owner with clear escalation criteria—will reduce tt= average
latency between pattern recognitiori and operational response by 50%.

s Scope & Boundaries: The review uses existing complaint logs rather than creating a new
reporting layer. Urgent, high-risk safety incidents retain their imimediate escalation path.

e Mandate: The operational owner holds the authority to adjust workflow handovers
within the team during a 60-day trial; changes affecting adjacent division budgets
require formal sponsor sign-off.

A counterexarnple that changes the explanation

Consider an aiternative scenario: a customer service team whose operational records reveal
rapid threat detection, decisive management choices, and clean handovers. Delays still recur
chronically because an external software vendor consistently lacks technica! capacity during
seasonal peak demand.

in such a case, framing the failure as an organisational "inability to &<t or learn” adds no
analytical value. The actual breakdown lies in supplier procurement, contractual service-level
agreements, or inadequate contingency budgeting.

Similarly, cognitive metaphors must never be permittec! 1o obscure deliberate, calculatec
choices. When an executive committee consciously decides to prioritise high-margir. corporate
clients at the adirect expense of retail service levels, the resulting delivery backlog is not a
cognitive fatiure to notice. It is an intentional commercial prioritisation whose social and
operatiznal costs require honest scrutiny. Nor can abusive, exclusionary, or unethical
management conduct ever be excused as institutional "misunderstanding." When examining
systemic failure, always ask: Who henefits from this arrangement, wha carries the hidden cost,
and who holds the formal authcrity to dismantle it?

A rigorous analytical model must allow for the conclusion that it is unnecessary. Where a
standard process flow chart, capacity model, or contract audit adequately explains operational
dysfunction, use that simpler tool. While the four verbs—Notice, Decide, Act, Learn—prcvide an
intuitive shared vocabulary, accessible terminology must never be mistaken for superior
diagnostic insight. The willingness to set the mewaphor aside when simpler explarations suffice
is essentiai o using it responsibly.

Turn the map into one commissioned change

A diagnostic map is useful only when it culminates in an operationai change someone has the
authority, resources, and commitment to execute. Identify the single most disruptive
bottleneck, name the specitic role that will change, and execute a formal commissioning
agreement to secure tte required mandate.
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In Lerato’s division, the intervention began with a disciplined weekly review: combining frontline
records with qualitative adviser feedback, and submitting one framed operatiornial proposal to
the operations decision owner. The agre~ment clearly defined what qualified Tor review,
preserved emergency bypass routes, and required written feedback to be returned to frontline
advisers within five working days. A recurring meeting earns its right ic exist on the calendar
only when it systematically moves work across an organizational boundary that was previously
blocked.

Before commissioning any intervention, ask whether the iens revealed genuine operationa!
leverage:

1. Did examining Noticing, Deciding, Acting, and Learning uncover an unassigned
resg.onsibility, a neglected frontline contribution, or an unworkable handoff that
standard audits missed?

2. Ordid it merely rephrase an exicting, well-understood operationai issue in novel
language?

If the inquiry produced genuire structural clarity, commission the change. If it merely
generated new labels for old problems, retain your existing operational framework. The
ultimate value of any conceptual model lies entirely in the human work it clarifies and impraes.

The final evaluation must always return to human experience:
y

e Can the frontline adviser see tangible <vidence that their field intelligence informed a
leadership choice?

e Can supervisors identify their team’s agreed commitments without having to privately
negotiate conflicting mandates after hours?

e Can colleagues who reouie quiet, structured preparation coritribute their insight
without their working conditions being compromised?

e Are the colleagues who provide informal coordination protected by formal boundaries
and recognized in their core roles?

A faster workflow that achieves speed by quietly transferring exhaustion onto conscientious
staff is not an organisational improvement; it is a: unsustainable extraction of personal
goodwill. Coilective institutional capability is nieasured by the clarity with which people can
make thair distinct contributions, receive the structural support they require, and remain fairly
accountable for their part in the whole.

The closing question for any leader is personal: Where does your ovin way of working intersect
with this broader organisatio:al pattern? Are you converting raw noise into usable intelligence,
making choices that others can practically execute, and ensiring real experience shapes future
cycles? For those with rormal authority over systems and ieams, the duty is larger: to design
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institutional patnways so that contribution does not depend on everyone thinking,
communicating, or operating in the same way, nor on an unrecognised few corripensating
indefinitely for the fractures in the machine.
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Conclusion: Making Collective Capability
Practical

Returning to the project review

The following scene continues Daniel’s fictional story from the Introduction. It illustrates a
plausible next step in the same leadership dilemma; it does not report an intervention result or
establish a clinical diagnosis.

At another project review, Daniel, the organisation’s strategy director, notices a dependency
that the tearm should examine before committing to the client. He explains the risk and asks
which part of the current plan would change if his interpretation proves correct. The operations
director challenges one of his core assumptions. Daniel stays with the question long enough for
them to distinguish a concern worth investigating from a decision the team is ready to make.
rlis judgement still has a rightful place in the room, alongside the practical knowledge of the
people who must deliver the work.

The project manager explains that a revised proposal would require another review cycle and
displace a delivery milestone already promised. Daniel allows the explanation to finish withaiit
interrupting. Together, they agree on which specific ‘inout he will supply and by when, wiile the
decision to alter the delivery commitment moves airectly to its authorised owner. His assistant
records the agreed actions in the team'’s existiing workflow system. She can return an
unresolvea conflict of priorities to the decision owner rather than privately reconciling
incompatible promises behind closed doors. Her support role has an agreed boundary, and a
named colleague can cover the record whenever she is away.

The colleague whose analysis C:aniel previously dismissed signals that she has something to
add. Daniel acknowledges that he cut her off earlier and invites her to voice the concern he
failed to hear. She highlights an assumption that still requires verification. The team agrees on
when her analysis is required and how it will inform the next decision gate. This single exchange
does not mean earlier harm has been fully repaired. nor that she suddenly feels free to
challenge him without hesitation. Daniel must attend to what unfolds in their subseguent work
together—ensuring he provides a usable resgonise and genuinely allows her evicence to shape
his judgement.

Nc personality has been miraculously transformed in this meeting. Daniel must still deliver the
promised input on time, and any missed commitment will still demana an honest accounting.
An urgent operational crisis could easily test this fragile arrangemi<nt. What has fundamentally
shifted is that his strategic irsight can now influence the worl viithout automatically turning
into an unvetted promise that others are forced to rescue. hHis colleagues are invited to shape
the commitment before they are asked to carry it. That is the practical purpose of this book.
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What to carry forward

Knowing your spike begins with evidenced contribution under specific operating
conditions. It asks you to examire2 what you do with natural distinction, what extracts
disproportionate effort, and \wiiere your self-narrative needs to t>e tested against the
work itself. Your operating inanual must remain provisional because responsibilities,
personal capacity, and organizational contexts continually shift. Its role is to help you
and willing colleagues establish workable agreements, rather than to serve as a static
portrait of who you are permitted to be.

Owning your impact brings self-knowledge intc the discipline of accountability. You may
require structured support to capture comulex tasks, initiate an unfamiliar sequence, or
commurniicate across a taxing medium. Yet you remain responsible for addressing the
operational fallout of missed deadlines and the interpersonal impact of dismissive
behaviour. Ownership means escalating difficulties early, repairing rzlational breaches,
and actively participating in designing workable alternatives. It alsc means having the
honesty to recognise when an existing role or support structure cannot reliably deliver
an essential outcome.

Seeing other people’s spikes replaces unexamined assumptions with disciplined inquiry.
A colleague whose cognitive profile differs from yours may require crisper briefs, an
alternative route to present evidence, protected oreparation time, or relief from
non-essential interruptions. In other moments, they may simply need to develop a
foundaticnal capability. Inquire about actuai workflow friction and invite their
perspective on working conditions. Resuect their agency regarding personal disclosure.
Curiosity is useful only when it culminates in an agreement that both parties clearly
understand and can uphold.

Connecting the spikes makes interdependence explicit and mainageable.
Complementarity expands what a team can achieve, but it inevitably introduces
handovers and dependericies that require intentional cara. The person who buffers,
integrates, or finishcs the work requires commensurate capacity, delegated authority,
and institutional recognition. Essential integration roles must never become silent
career cul-de-sacs. A team contribution map must clearly account for coordination
overhead, including explicit cover arrangements when a key contributor is away:.
Architecting the system examines the structural rules governing these wori<ing
relationships. It interrogates what the arganisation truly rewards, who enioys genuine
access to progression, who holds the authority to allocate resources, and how recurring
friction points are reviewed. An individual accommodation can temporarily reduce
friction, yet systemic inequity persists if the formal promotion pipeline continues to
overlook the quiet labor that makes the team viable. A delivery team can refine its
internal rhythm, but it 'will continually fracture if executi /= ieadership keeps shifting
strategic priorities without acknowledging the operztional trade-offs. The system must
be willing to examine its own complicity in the outcome.
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Across all these dimensions, Amplify, Architect, and Own function as interdependent questions
to be asked simultaneously:

e Which demonstrated, high-value contribution deserves strengthening?

e Which contextual conditions, interfaces, or organisational rules require intentional
redesign?

e Who remains clearly accountable for the resulting performance and its broader effects?

The answer will frequently call for personal development, zustainable working conditions, an<i
systemic governance adjustments at the same time. Uze this framework to sharpen
operational judgerrient, never to trap colleagues ir permanent typologies.

One resnonsibility as a starting point

The integrated 90-day implementation plan in the practical appendix following Chapter 20
brings the book’s four core instrumen's into a coherent working sequer.e:

1. The Cognitive Operating vlanual, describing evidenced cenitributions, energy drains,
and practical working conditions.

2. The Responsibility and Support Agreement, making required outcomes, explicit suppart
interfaces, and mutual ownership transparent.

3. The Team Contribution Map, identifying key contributors, handovers, capacity
allocatiois, and cover arrangements.

4. The Leadership Architecture Experiment, commissioning a single recurring structural
ci.ange with an executive sponsor, ring-fenced resources, and defined review criteria.

Use these instruments to trace a single piece of work across the different levels where its
conditions are created and sustained.

You do not need to execute every exercise across the entire organisation before beginning.
Select one recurring respansibility where the present arrangement produces chronic friction,
ambiguity, or rework. In Daniel’'s environment, that might simply be the critical juncture where a
fresh strategic insight threatens an established client deliverable. Examine a concrete rec.ent
example, listen carefully to the colleagues who dia the legwork, and identify the specific
decision thef lacks a clear owner. If you lack the tormal authority to mandate the neccessary
structural change, use that grounded analvsis to request it from the person who does. Securing
a clear, usable mandate is often the first tangible victory.

Keep the records lean and proportionate. In a compact team, brief sections within an existing
project charter may suffice, keeping private personal notes separzte. In a larger enterprise,
distinct records with differeritiated access permissions will be recessary. The Cognitive
Operating Manual may remain primarily private. Share agreed working conditions and explicit
operational commitmants where coordination requires them, while scrupulously safeguarding
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personal bounadaries. Above all, documentation must make the work lighter to carry, rather
than imposing another administrative burden that someone must service withcut adequate
time or authority.

Teaese instruments are practical aids {or reflection and coordination; they are neither diagnostic
1ools nor psychometric measures of leadership capability. Their value lies entirely in whether
they help real people clarify the work, access usable support, take genuine accountability, and
learn from operational consequences. Completed templates do not equal collective capability.
The appendix provides the initial scaffolding; the continuing leadership discipline is to assess
honestly what the arrangement makes possible and what it demands from the people wto
sustain it.

When tihe arrangement does not work

An experiment that misses its mark can yield invaluable diagnostic clarity i examined without
defensiveness. Perhaps the promised support was purely theoretical anc never backed by
dedicated hours. Perhaps the role demanded a core operational caicability that no amount of
scaffolding could realistically bridge. Perhaps the breakdown stemmed from conflicting
departmental incentives ratiner than ambiguity in the brief. Or perhaps the newly introduced
coordination process extracted more energy than the original friction it was meant to resolve.
Each of these realities requires a distinct remedy; naming the root cause plainly is an essential
leadership act.

A leader’s cersonal sense of relief is an unreliable proxy for collective health. Ask whether the
colleagues providing preparatory work, administrative buffering, or emotional repair have
secured sustainable boundaries, or whether the operational burden was merely offloaded onto
their shoulders. Seek out the perspective of someone whose lived exparience complicates an
easy narrative of success. A suprorter routinely working beyond their agreed allocation, or a
team member who still cannot get an urgent operational concer:: into the decision agenda, will
reveal constraints that heaniine performance indicators miss.

Resist the reflexive habit of reducing every setback to a demand for greater individual
resilience, just as you must resist attributing every operational slip solely to systemic faiiure.
Examine what transpired, what was explicitly agreed, and what working conditions were
actually present. Then take the next decisior &t the structural level where evidence and
authority genuinely intersect. Sometimes the necessary adjustment is modest and
interpersonal. At other times, it demands formal role redesign, resource reallocation, or
executive governance intervention.

e To continue an arrangement, confirm a named owner, aliocated capacity, and a clear
date for subsequent review.
e To adapt an arrangement, document the specific constraint that failed to hold and the

N
)
(&)



The Spiky Leader: Neurodiversity, Resnonsibility, and the Design of Collective Capability Eric Michot

precise adjustment being tested.

e Toend an arrangement, design an orderly transition plan for any ongoiri¢; deliverables
and make a separate, thoughtful zi=iermination regarding individual accommodations
that remain valid and necessary.

Communicate the rationale and next steps with complete clarity. Colleagues should never be
left to wonder whether an abandoned workflow trial has quietly erased the baseline support
structures upon which they still depend.

Every individual deserves dignity, psychological safety, and reasonable support throughcut this
journey—including those who exhibit no dramatic, outsized cognitive spikes and those who
hold no aspiration for executive advancement. A spiky profile is a practical descriptive device
for organicing collaborative work; it must never become an admission ticket for basic
organisational belonging. The model must always maintain ample room for substantial support
needs, variable cognitive capacity, and the quiet, steady contributions that hold an enterprise
together.

What the next meeting can make possible

The underlying call of this book is to take human interdependence seriously. Your strategic
vision intersects directly with someone else’s detailed cicta. Your creative intuition meets their
delivery deadlines. Your preferred working habits directly impact their cognitive load. Arid their
quiet coordinziiun enables outcomes you could nzver reliably achieve on your own. Leadership
becomes bty more humane and more effective when these reciprocal relationships are
discusse with candour and structured with deliberate care.

This does not require a leader to possess every managerial capability iri equal measure. It
requires sufficient competence for the remit, an active commitment to personal growth, and
unambiguous ownership of the downstream consequences of ane's actions. Concurrently, it
requires an organisation wiiiing to scrutinise which performance demands truly serve the
mission, which simply perpetuate traditional administrative habits, and which systemic hurdles
quietly lock talented people out. Neither task is ever finished; both must evolve as people.
mandates, and external contexts change.

You can beain with a single commitment in yci:r next working session. Clarify the intended
outcome, ask what people genuinely need o deliver their portion, and agree on who can
reliah!y provide that support. Give emerging risks a legitimate, timely route to executive
decision-making, and create deliberate space for the perspectives of those who carry the
operational consequences. Hold Amplify, Architect, and Own in continuous balance, and let
observable evidence refine your working agreements.

As Daniel’s fictional preiect review draws to a close, his cclicague knows precisely when her
technical critique wil' Le weighed and who is responsible for responding. The project manager
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has absolute ciarity on which delivery commitments stand firm. The assistant can close out the
meeting register and turn back to her core priorities without having to improvis= political
solutions to strategic dilemmas that belci.g to senior leaders. And Daniel departs with a clear
contiibution to deliver and an explicit promise he is bound to keep.

none of them had to become an «ntirely different person before this piece of work could move
forward with integrity. They simply made intentional room for each other’s contribution,
supported by clear boundaries, shared accountability, and the realistic capacity to carry the
work through.
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